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ABSTRACT 
Physical abuse, as well as other forms of child abuse, has become a serious social 
problem. However, this issue is understudied in mainland China. Although local 
empirical studies have recently increased, they are almost uniformly cross-sectional 
quantitative studies. No qualitative data describing either children's perceptions of 
parental physical abuse or their help-seeking behaviours has been collected. 
This study examined physically abused children and collected data on: (1) how they 
perceive and interpret their experiences of parental physical abuse; and (2) what barriers 
impede their help-seeking. In-depth interviews were conducted from January 1 to January 
20，2008 in Nanjing，China, with 9 children aged 13 to 17 who had experienced parental 
physical abuse. 
The study reveals that children held paradoxical attitudes towards parental physical 
abuse: they accepted their parents' physical abuse as a means of discipline but did not see 
it as abusive. Conversely, the children perceived parental physical abuse perceived as 
legitimate, but not reasonable or efficient, for training and educating. The following 
impediments to seeking help were identified: needlessness, stigma, control, avoidance, 
and anticipated futility. The most fundamental reasons were: the perceptions of 'loving 
punishment' and the shame and fear of losing face. This study concludes by outlining 
prospects for future research studies, policy development, and services to protect children 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
“The history of childhood is a nightmare from which we have only recently 
begun to awaken The further back in history one goes, the lower the level of child 
care, and the more likely children are to be killed, abandoned，beaten, terrorized, and 
sexually abused.,, 
——deMause (1974, p. 1) 
The phenomenon of child abuse has been prevalent across nations and 
throughout history. However, it was not recognized as a serious social issue until the 
1960s，when Kempe and his colleagues first discovered "battered child syndrome" 
(Kempe et al., 1962). Child abuse has gradually been seen as a violation of children's 
rights. Despite the cultural limitations of standards good childrearing practices, the 
universal bottom line on the treatment of children is protection and promotion of 
dignity, as proclaimed by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(1989). According to Article 19, "Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, 
administrative, social and educational measures to protect the child from all forms of 
physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, 
maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual abuse, while in the care of parent(s), 
legal guardian(s) or any other person who has the care of the child". Such a statement 
shows that a rights-based perspective on child abuse has been recognized by Western 
policy makers and researchers. 
There are different forms of child abuse, with four primary categories - physical 
abuse, psychological or emotional abuse, sexual abuse and neglect. The increasing 
l 
literature from past decades highlights the attention that child abuse and neglect has 
attracted from professionals in different fields in the West (e.g., Campbell, 2005; 
D，Antonio�Darwish, & McLean�1993; Ibanez et al.�2006; Levinson, 1989; Saywitz 
et al., 2000). 
Whereas the family is commonly thought of as a safe place full of love and 
happiness, some findings suggest that most child maltreatment does occur within 
families. Each year in the United States, parents perpetrate some 80% of substantiated 
child abuse cases, and biological mothers are the most likely perpetrators of physical 
abuse and neglect (US Department of Health and Human Services [DHHS], 2006). 
Physical child abuse outside China 
Incidence and prevalence 
Physical child abuse is a widespread problem across the world. In the United 
States alone, 11.9 to 49.1 (per 1000) children are abused or neglected each year. Of 
these maltreatment cases, 17.5% are physical abuse, most often perpetrated by 
biological mothers (US Department of Health and Human Services [DHHS], 2006). 
In Canada, the second nationwide study of child maltreatment (CIS-2003) reported 
that an estimated 103,297 maltreatment investigations were substantiated (47% of the 
total - 217,319). The total incidence of maltreatment was 38.33 per 1,000 children, 
and the incidence of physical abuse was 4.35 per 1000 (Trocme et al., 2005). A 
survey in the United Kingdom reported that 25% of young adults aged 18-24 had 
experienced at least one instance of physical violence. 78% of those reporting 
2 
violence said it had happened at home, and 7% of the sample had experienced serious 
abuse by parents or care-givers. The person responsible was most often the mother 
(49%) or father (40%) (Cawson et al.�2000; Corinne & Cawson, 2005). In Sweden, at 
least 2% of all children aged less than 1 year to 6 years suffer from some kind of 
abuse or neglect to an extent that evokes the anxiety of child-health nurses (Lagerberg, 
2004). In Japan, the number of child abuse cases rose to 40,618 in fiscal year 2007, 
nearly a 9 percent jump the previous year's total of 37,3231. An official survey in 13 
Indian states conducted by Ministry of Women and Child Development in 2007 found 
that two-thirds of respondents (in a sample of 12,477 children) reported being 
2 
physically abused . 
All this official and survey data indicates that violence toward children is 
common in many countries. However, the actual prevalence of child abuse 
perpetrated by family members results in injury or death even more often than official 
records suggest (UNICEF, 2008). 
Impacts of physical abuse on children 
In general, over two decades of Western research indicates that children who 
experience physical abuse have a number of debilitating behavioural and emotional 
problems, which may persist into adulthood and influence future social relationships 
(Runyon et al., 2004). The wide array of negative impacts includes aggression, high 
levels of antisocial behaviour, poor academic outcomes, poor peer relationships, 
1 Child Abuse Cases Hit Record High 40, 618 in 2007, The Japan Times, June 18, 2008, also available at < 
http://search.iapantimes.co.jp/cgi-bin/nn20080618a9.html>, accessed on 2008-7-21. 
2 The summary of this study is available at <http:// www.indianet.nl/docs/childabuseIndia.doc>, accessed on 
2008-7-21. 
3 
limited attachment, low self-esteem, depression, withdrawn behaviour, post-traumatic 
stress disorder, personality disorders, and even suicide (For a comprehensive review, 
see Miller-Perrin & Perrin, 2007). In the long run, physical abuse in childhood puts 
children at a greater risk of being involved in violence and other forms of delinquency 
in later adolescence and adulthood (Lansford et al., 2007; Pillay & Schoubben-Hesk� 
2001). 
The situation in mainland China 
Prevalence of physical child abuse 
Very little is known about the extent of child maltreatment in China. There are no 
comprehensive and reliable figures on the number of abused children. One possible 
explanation is that the government has established neither a national definition of 
child abuse nor a mandatory reporting system to identify abusive cases. Table 1.1 lists 
the incidence rate of self-reported physical child abuse in different cities or provinces 
in mainland China. Ranging from 79.7% to 3.3%, the studies found that an average of 
49.2% of children had experienced physical abuse. Moreover, half the studies found 
an incidence rate higher than 50%. This figure is much higher than findings from the 
West or in Hong Kong (see Table 1.2). It is ironic that mainland China, facing a 


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































A vet-to-be-acknowledged “social problem” in China 
Efforts to uncover and define child abuse began in Western countries, while 
child abuse in Asian countries was neglected, treated as a "Western" phenomenon 
(Korbin, 1981). Even recently, it is still regarded as a yet-to-be-acknowledged "social 
problem" in mainland China (Qiao & Chan�2005). 
Since 1992, Chinese government officially signed The Convention on the Rights 
of the Child, which put the welfare of Chinese children under the scrutiny of the 
international community. Meanwhile, the Chinese government started to be more 
concerned with such children's issues as health care, elementary education, AIDS 
control and protecting lawful rights and interests. However, child abuse is still not a 
serious political issue — there is no law prohibiting parents from exercising physical 
punishment on their children. Only cases of a very serious nature will be tried in 
accordance with criminal law; if they are not serious enough, the cases will be 
accepted as child discipline. In the legal sense, physical abuse by parents is still a grey 
area in China. 
In addition to this cautious attitude from Chinese government and its laws, the 
public in China also pays inadequate attention to this issue (Qiao & Chan, 2005). To 
many Chinese, the term "child abuse" is interpreted as a "Western" concept rarely 
used in mainland China. For instance, a study carried out in eight hospitals in the 
provinces of Zhejiang and Jiangxi revealed that 85% of paediatric doctors and nurses 
admitted that they did not consider child abuse when faced with an injured child 
(Hesketh et al” 2000). 
8 
Child abuse in the Chinese cultural context 
Discipline of children using physical punishment is acceptable in traditional 
Chinese culture. Despite the profound impact of urbanization and modernization on 
Chinese culture, the remnants of traditional beliefs about raising children - xiao (孝） 
and guan (管）一 are still very influential today. 
Xiao (孝)，or filial piety, which adopts discipline to ensure moral principles such 
as authority and obedience, is the most important philosophy of parenting in 
traditional Chinese culture (Wu, 1996). The two underlying mechanisms in sustaining 
such a system are: the inducement of both physical and emotional closeness so that a 
lifelong bond is assured; and the maintenance of parental authority and children's 
obedience through harsh discipline (Ho, 1987, 1996; Wu, 1981, 1996). In this sense, 
raising and nurturing a child is a matter of strict discipline; physical and verbal 
aggression are perceived by Chinese parents as common and useful techniques of 
parental control. Guan (管）（Chao, 1994; Stewart et al., 2002), which can be 
translated as ‘to train', ‘to govern', or even ‘to love' or 'to care f o r � � i s another 
important and positive construct. Guan is adopted by parents to foster in children 
socially desirable and culturally approved behaviours, especially to enable them to 
achieve academically (Wu, 1981; Chao, 1994). If these behaviours are not present, 
parents have the authority to take punitive action to correct their children. 
Nowadays, parents are ambivalent about the idea of guan in child-rearing. On 
one hand, children have gotten unprecedented care and attention since the institution 
9 
of the one-child family policy (風笑天，2003). Some local researchers call these only 
children the "little emperor" generation, symbolizing indulgence or even 
overindulgence (e.g.,風笑天，2003). On the other hand, parents' desire to protect 
family reputation and instil filial piety, coupled with the cultural belief that strict or 
even harsh discipline is required, still remain strong. Therefore, it is very likely that 
child abuse may be more prevalent than Chinese parents are willing to admit. 
Definition of terms 
Some key terms used in this study are: 
Physical child abuse 
"[T]he intentional use of physical force against a child that results in - or has a 
high likelihood of resulting in - harm for the child's health, survival, development or 
dignity. This includes hitting, beating, kicking, shaking, biting, strangling, scalding, 
burning, poisoning and suffocating" (WHO, 2006). 
There are different suggestions on operational definitions of physical child abuse. 
According to Wright et al. (2001), children could measure physical abuse in four ways: 
(1) I got hit so hard by someone in my family that I had to see a doctor or go to the 
hospital; (2) I was punished with a belt, a board, a cord, or some other hard object; (3) 
I believe I was physically abused; and (4) I got hit or beaten so badly that it was 
noticed by someone like a teacher, neighbour, or doctor. These operational definitions 
are very clear and manageable, but they are not applicable for this study because most 
children in this study did not perceive their maltreatment by parents as abusive 
10 
violence, and these children rarely went to see a doctor or to the hospital even when 
they were seriously abused. Therefore, based on Wright, et al.'s suggestion, the 
present study sets two criteria for physical abuse: (1) the child was hit with a fist or 
some other hard object; (2) the child was hit or beaten badly enough to cause obvious 
injury (such as redness, swelling, bruising or haemorrhaging) or invisible harm, like 
fainting and other after-effects (e.g., headaches and chronic pain). In addition, this 
study considers only abuse perpetrated by children's biological parents. 
Help-seeking 
Help-seeking is the disclosure of victimization to others in order to obtain some 
kind of assistance (Taylor, Hardison�& Chatters, 1996)，such as understanding, 
advice, information, treatment, and general support in response to a problem or 
distressing experience. Following previous literature, the help provider could be either 
informal (e.g., friends, family, peers, and neighbours) or formal (e.g., doctors, policy, 
teachers, and counsellors) (Schonert-Reichl, Offer, & Howard�1995). 
Statement of purpose 
Although child abuse is now acknowledged as an international issue, it is still 
relatively unexplored within Chinese societies. To date, there is a paucity of literature 
on child abuse in this cultural context (Kim et al., 2000; Lau et al., 1999; Tang & 
Davis, 1996; Tang, 2006). However, it is even more understudied in mainland China 
than in other Chinese societies such as Hong Kong, an imbalance demonstrated by the 
lack of literature related to child abuse or maltreatment in mainland China (Hesketh & 
11 
Lynch, 1996; Hesketh et al., 2000). 
The representative studies of physical child abuse in mainland China and Hong 
Kong have inconsistencies and disparities. In addition, no study has been conducted to 
address perceptions and barriers to help-seeking behaviours among abused children 
within Chinese societies. All these insufficiencies make this study necessary and 
significant. This study, therefore, aims to a) explore perceptions of Chinese children 
who experience parental physical abuse and b) examine barriers that prevent children 
from seeking help in Chinese socio-cultural contexts. 
This study contributes to the growing literature on children's perceptions of 
abuse and barriers to their help-seeking. The significance of this topic is well 
established. Firstly, despite child abuse becoming an urgent problem in mainland 
China, it is still not considered a serious social issue. Secondly, due to the relative lack 
of research in the area of child abuse, the needs and problems of children who are 
physically abused are largely undetected, underestimated and neglected during their 
critical developmental period. Furthermore, considering the lack of studies on 
perceptions and help-seeking experiences of children who are physically abused in the 
Chinese culture context, the cultural experiences need to be explored in an effort to 
understand children's unique perceptions of parental physical abuse and reasons for 
not seeking help. Lastly, as non-government organizations in mainland China have 
begun to launch professional services for child abuse victims, the availability and 




1. How do children perceive and interpret physical abuse perpetrated by their 
parents? 
2. What are the barriers that impede physically abused children's help-seeking in 
the Chinese socio-cultural context? 
Organization of Thesis 
A review of studies on physical child abuse and children's help-seeking is made 
in Chapter Two, Chapter Three presents the conceptual framework, and Chapter Four 
describes the research methodology, and Chapter Five presents the backgrounds of the 
nine informants. Chapter Six tells nine participants' stories. Chapter Seven analyzes 
the two themes - children's perceptions of abuse and barriers to help-seeking — in the 
aftermath of being physically abused. Chapter Eight discusses the research findings 
and implications from the policy, practice, and research levels. 
13 
CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 
As noted above, with the discovery of "battered child syndrome" (Kempe et al., 
1962), child abuse began to attract growing public and professional concern in 
Western societies. In the first decade, research into physical child abuse typically 
focused on direct physical injuries to children (Azar & Wolfe, 1999). This focus 
contributed to making child abuse visible to the public; however, the underlying 
harmful effects of abuses were ignored to some extent. More recent empirical studies 
find that children who experience physical maltreatment are more likely to be 
behaviourally, cognitively, and emotional impaired than their non-abused counterparts, 
(e.g., Beers & Debellis�2002; Lansford et al., 2007; Macfic, Cicchetti, & Toth, 2001; 
Salzinger et al., 2007). This chapter presents a review of a) perceptions of parental 
physical abuse and b) barriers to help-seeking in both Western countries and mainland 
China. 
Physical child abuse and help-seeking in the West 
Children's perceptions of parental physical abuse 
Despite the vagueness of the line between parental physical abuse and parental 
physical discipline, it is accepted that physical discipline is a risk factor for abuse 
(Straus, 2000). A number of studies have demonstrated that the majority of incidents 
of child abuse begin not with a desire to injure the child, but as attempts at discipline 
(Gil, 1970; Trocme et al., 2001). In the majority of cases, parents who have been 
14 
investigated for physically abusing their children frequently explain their behaviours 
as a method of discipline (Leach, 1999). Besides, parents believe that they are entitled 
to use physical discipline their children, which is seen as efficient in correcting 
children's misbehaviour (Dietrich et al., 1990; Gil, 1970; Gough, & Reavy, 1997). 
However, such findings on perceptions of physical discipline are mostly reported 
from adult perspectives, and they often rely on adult recall (Dobbs & Duncan, 2004). 
Dobbs and Duncan (2004) further point out that the prevalence of physical 
punishment and abuse is due to the dominance of adult opinions and self-justification. 
Therefore, it is essential that children's own voices on physical discipline should be 
heard. 
Only a few studies have addressed children's experiences and views of parental 
physical discipline. In 1998, a small survey involving 76 children aged 4 to 7 was 
conducted in England by Save the Children and the National Children's Bureau 
(Willow & Hyder, 1998). Its key findings included: 1) Children defined smacking (or 
"spanking," in American English) as hitting, with most describing a "smack" as a hard 
or very hard hit; 2) Children said smacking hurt them; 3) Children responded 
negatively to being smacked, and thought adults regretted smacking; and 4) Children 
mostly thought smacking was wrong. 
In 2000, a survey of over 300 children in Scotland found that when children 
experience physical discipline, they feel lonely, terrified, stunned, ashamed, hurt, 
unloved, humiliated and angry. They strongly believe that it is wrong and that parents 
are setting a bad example. Children also feel confused because parents tell them that 
15 
hitting is wrong, but they do it themselves. Besides, they worry that they might be 
injured by hard hitting (Save the Children Scotland, 2000). 
A qualitative study of children's views on smacking was done in New Zealand in 
2002. Similar to Willow and Hyder's study (1998), key findings of this study were: 1) 
A smack was defined by children as a hard or very hard hit, which hurt both 
physically and emotionally; children associated smacking with angry parents; 2) 
Children reported feelings of sadness, anger and fear after being hit and their 
relationship with the person who hit them affected was affected; 3) Children reported 
that they were most often smacked for their own violent behaviour; 4) Children 
believed that smacking was wrong because it hurt both physically and emotionally -
however, they expressed some level of confusion, as their parents had always told 
them that hitting was wrong; and 5) The children themselves suggested some 
alternatives to smacking as a punishment for misbehaviour. The children believed that 
these alternatives would be better than smacking (Dobbs, 2004). 
To sum up, findings of the three studies commonly found that children's 
perspectives of physical discipline are at odds with adult assumptions about the 
effects of its use. However, these studies have mainly use survey methods with small 
sample sizes, which may lack the ability to capture the complexity of children's 
subjective perceptions. The only qualitative study contacted younger children aged 5 
to 7, whose understanding of physical discipline may be vague and limited. 
Besides, all these studies focus on children's views of physical discipline by 
parents, which may cause less severe harm than physical abuse. It is possible that 
16 
children's perceptions of physical abuse by parents may differ from their perceptions 
of physical discipline. Finally, the existing literature of children's perceptions of 
physical discipline is mainly from Western societies; therefore, its applicability to 
mainland China is still unknown. 
Theoretical perspective of help-seeking 
Although there are increasing research studies on the harm caused by child 
abuses, only a few empirical studies recognize the protective factors that help abused 
children manage to survive and function successfully (e.g., Cicchetti & Toth, 1992). 
The ability of children to seek both formal and informal help is a salient component of 
children's resilience. 
A useful framework for understanding factors affecting help-seeking is 
Goldsmith et al.'s (1988) help-seeking model, which builds on Anderson and 
Newman's (1973) model. This model describes stages in a help-seeking pathway and 
gives factors associated with each stage. The help-seeking process, in this model, has 
three identifiable stages: (1) problem recognition, (2) the decision to seek help, (3) 
and service selection (Cauce et al., 2002). These three steps could be simply 
interpreted as (1) recognition; (2) decision and (3) action. The process begins with the 
recognition and identification of problems or difficulties, decisions need to be taken 
regarding whether to seek help and, lastly, one must decide whom to seek help from 
and then take action. Rothi and Leavey (2006) comment that this appears to be a 
simple three-stage model. However, the three steps are interrelated, and the 
17 
facilitators or barriers to this process are complex and numerous. 
Patterns of children ’s help-seeking for mental-health concerns 
With respect to children's help-seeking, especially for mental-health concerns, 
Rickwood et al. (2005) summarize several patterns found consistently among the 
literature: (1) Children tend not to seek help from professional sources; (2) Children 
are more likely to seek help from informal rather than formal sources, with friends 
and family the primary sources of help and friends the most preferred help source, 
even over parents (Boldero & Fallon, 1995; Schonert-Reichl & Muller, 1996); (3) 
Girls are more likely to seek help than boys, though sometimes this depends on the 
source of help and type of problem (Boldero & Fallon, 1995; Rickwood & 
Braithwaite, 1994). In contrast, boys are more likely to rely on themselves, and are 
also more likely to deny the presence of a problem (Offer et al., 1991); and (4) The 
type of problem is a predictor for children's help-seeking, and different sources of 
help are related to particular types of problems, e.g., relationship problems are often 
discussed with friends (Bolder & Fallon, 1995; Offer et al.�1991). 
Barriers to children，s help-seeking for mental health problems 
Literature has shown that adolescents prefer to discuss and disclose problems 
with parents and friends rather than professionals (e.g., Boldero & Fallon, 1995; Kuhl, 
Jarkon-Horlick, & Morrissey, 1997). Researchers say that the central barrier to 
adolescents' seeking help from professionals is the perception that help from family 
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and/or friends is sufficient (e.g.�Kuhl et al., 1997). Empirical studies investigating the 
patterns of help-seeking suggest that adolescents turn to parents and friends with 
different frequencies (Schonert-Reichl & Muller, 1996) or for various levels of 
problems (Boldero & Fallon�1995). Further, Sullivan and his colleagues (2002) find 
that expectations of expertise are important in selecting a mother or father as a 
potential help-giver, whereas expectations of nurturance are influential in choosing a 
friend. These findings have found some barriers for those children who seek help 
from informal social support. 
Numerous barriers to adolescents' seeking professional help for mental-health 
problems have been identified in literature. The most often identified impediments 
include structural factors - costs, inadequate or no insurance, lack of service 
availability and lack of knowledge about available resources (e.g., Kataoka, Zhang, & 
Wells, 2002; Owens et al., 2002). Help seekers are also concerned about the lack of 
confidentiality (Reddy et al., 2002), and the stigma associated with having or seeking 
help for mental-health difficulties (Dubow et al., 1990). Additionally, another barrier 
is the perception that professionals and their services will not be helpful (Dubow et al., 
1990). 
It is possible to speculate that specific barriers may be salient at specific stages of 
help-seeking. The first step - problem recognition - plays a rather important role in 
the whole process. Many studies provide evidence that the failure to recognize the 
need for help is a barrier among young people who need the help of mental-health 
services (Owens et al., 2002). Problem recognition is referred as the severity of a 
19 
problem, which could be defined by children themselves and also by helping 
professionals' evaluation (Costello et al., 1993). Some researchers say that the 
distinction between subjectively defined needs and professionals' evaluation is rather 
critical, as children may have their own understanding of problems and their severity, 
and these perceptions may differ from those of a helping professional (Srebnik, Cause, 
& Baydar, 1996). Children may have different ways of defining and assessing the 
severity of their problems. They tend to consider whether the problem can be 
managed alone, is unimportant, or does not warrant help (e.g., Kuhl, Jarkon-Horlick, 
& Morrissey, 1997). In selecting the help-giver, their expectations of expertise will 
play an important role (Sullivan et al., 2002). 
A systematic and comprehensive review on young people's help-seeking, 
conducted by Rothi and Leavey (2006), identified five themes of barriers: (1) problem 
definition and evaluation, (2) psychological correlates, (3) demographic factors, (4) 
factors relating to one's social networks, and (5) service-related factors (Rothi & 
Leavey, 2006). Under each respective theme, there are multiple barriers, which are 
























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Rothi and Leavey's review (2006)，despite systematically categorizing diverse 
factors in help-seeking, shares a common deficit with most of the aforementioned 
literature that the analysis of barriers to help-seeking is always from a holistic (rather 
than a process-oriented) stance. Such a conceptualization inevitably causes lots of 
confusion and overlap in our analysis of children's help-seeking behaviours. 
Additionally, little is known about how the facilitating factors or barriers influence 
each stage of help-seeking. 
Based on the process-oriented framework, a number of researchers have 
explored the impediments to help-seeking in terms of the various stages. As suggested 
by Cauce et al. (2002) and Snowden and Yamada (2005), social and cultural factors, 
although less studied, play an important role across all three stages of help-seeking. 
Social and cultural factors shape individuals' attitudes and perceptions, which could 
further influence young people's recognition of the problem and their decisions about 
formal or informal help-seeking (Kuhl et al” 1997). These factors may also influence 
children's perceptions of the problems and strategies of coping - including whether or 
not to seek help and from whom to seek help. For many children, help-seeking occurs 
only when the problem are seen as highly culturally undesirable (Rogler & Cortes, 
1993). Also, if there is a conflict between socio-cultural values and help-seeking, for 
example, that exposure of the problem would shame the family, an individual may be 
reluctant to seek help (Narikiyo & Kameoka, 1992). 
Cultural influences on help-seeking may be significant, however, and as 
Broadhurst (2003) argues, it is hard to draw conclusions as to the influence of such 
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cultural factors on help-seeking. Therefore, the role of social and cultural barriers to 
children's help-seeking should not be overestimated. Given that subjective 
perceptions are understudied in literature (Srebnik, Cause, & Baydar, 1996), 
children's subjective perceptions of a problem and their subsequent help-seeking 
behaviour need to be further investigated. 
Child abuse and barriers to help-seeking 
Help-seeking behaviours of abused children are relatively less discussed than 
children's help-seeking for mental-health problems. Among the limited literature, 
most studies focus on help-seeking behaviours among victims of child sexual abuse. 
Some studies report that children seldom disclose sexual abuse spontaneously (e.g., 
Bradley & Wood�1996; Smith et al., 2000). In a retrospective national survey of adult 
women who had been raped before age 18, Smith and his colleagues (2000) reported 
that 28% of respondents had never before told anyone about the experience, with 47% 
having disclosed their experiences to someone at least 5 years after the incident. 
Besides, the study also found that delays in disclosure are more likely when the 
perpetrator is known to the victim. 
The above research is mainly retrospective and focuses on adult reports. More 
recently, researchers have begun to interview children and adolescents about their 
subjective experiences of sexual abuse, as more attention has been paid to children's 
ability to understand their experiences, and to ethical issues such as a) the duty to 
report cases of sexual abuse to protective agencies and b) the desire to give help in a 
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context of privacy (Crisma et al” 2004). These studies concur that abused children 
always delay the disclosure of their experiences. Hershkowitz (2006) reports that 
almost 75% of the children who alleged in formal interviews that they had been 
physically or sexually abused delayed disclosure of the abuse. Furthermore, children 
are less likely to disclose immediately when physically abused by parents rather than 
when sexually abused. Despite differences in tendencies to delay disclosure, such 
phenomena reflect children's unwillingness to accuse their parents. Crisma and his 
colleagues (2004) point out that the main impediment for children in disclosing sexual 
abuse to a family member includes fear of not being believed, shame, and fear of 
causing trouble for the family. Additional impediments to help-seeking include: an 
ignorance of the existence/functioning of protective agencies, a wish to keep the 
secret�a l ck of awareness of being abused, a mistrust of adults and professionals, and 
a fear of the negative consequences of disclosure. Besides, the children reported not 
getting effective responses in their past experiences of disclosure to professionals. 
A review of children's general worries, including experiences of physical and 
mental maltreatment, summarizes various barriers to children's disclosure 
(Featherstone & Evans, 2004): the actual or perceived absence of a trusted friend, 
family member or appropriate professional; shame; fear of the consequences; feeling 
they won't be listened to, understood, taken seriously or believed; a belief in self-
reliance; not wanting to burden others; a sense of futility about sharing problems and 
a belief that nothing will change as a result; fear of getting someone else into trouble; 
fear of lack of control of the information shared and how the information will be acted 
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on by adults; limited knowledge of formal helping services and what they do; and the 
stigma of involvement with formal agencies. 
All in all�most existing literature in Western countries has discovered a number 
of barriers which may impede children's help-seeking, but the majority of researchers 
are inclined to explore the obstacles to help-seeking from a holistic stance rather than 
from a process-oriented one. Besides, all of those studies are based on empirical 
evidence sourced from Western societies - the applicability of the findings in Chinese 
societies is still unknown. The need for cultural sensitivity inspires us first-hand 
empirical studies based on China's cases, which are still missing, need to be 
investigated initiatively. 
Physical child abuse and help-seeking in China 
Child abuse in China: A brief overview 
In 1992, when the Chinese government signed the U.N. Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, the issue of child abuse began to attract professionals' attention in 
China. But such attention was sporadic and sparse until 1999. Even today, there are no 
accurate and reliable statistics on the prevalence and incidence of children abused by 
family members or by non-relatives, and no comprehensive figures on reported cases 
of child abuse (陳晶琦，2006). 
In the history of local research on child abuse, 1999 and 2006 are two major 
milestones. In 1999, the first national conference on child abuse and neglect was held 
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in China, with over 200 delegates in different disciplines from nine countries (潘建 
平，2000). In particular, influential international associations such as WTO and 
ISPCAN also sent representatives. Although research on child abuse was rather rare 
at that t ime� this ignificant event indicated that child abuse was being treated as a 
serious social issue. Since then, child abuse has attracted increasing attention, with the 
published research increasing each year. 
In 2006, with the help of ISPCAN and the Women's League of Shanxi Province, 
the first professional association in mainland China committed to combating child 
abuse and neglect was established in Xian, the capital of Shanxi4. This was another 
milestone — the first mainland organization attempting to provide professional 
services to address child abuse. 
In mainland studies from the past decade, children are almost uniformly defined 
as persons aged below 18, which fits the UN's definition. Also, the most widely 
defined forms of child abuse (physical abuse, psychological or emotional abuse5, 
sexual abuse and neglect) appear in the literature. Among those studies, four major 
types of research can be identified by their different foci. They are: (1) investigations 
of public perceptions and attitudes towards child abuse (e.g.,陳晶玲，Dune 及韓 
萍，2004 ；陳晶绮等，2004 ；陳晶倚等，2005 ； Hesketh et al., 2000;周成超等， 
2006a�2006b); (2) studies on the validity and reliability of Western measurements 
3 
ISPCAN: stands for International Society for Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect, which is the most 
influential international association for combating with child abuse and neglect. For more information, please refer 
to http ://www. ispcan. org/ 
4 For more detailed information, please see http://www.xawb.com/gb/rbpaper/2006-03/Q2/content 803895.htm 
5 Psychological abuses or emotional abuse includes verbal abuses, with holding affection, extreme punishment and 
corruption, ignoring, rejecting, terrorizing, and isolating. For more detailed information, please see 
http://www.helpguide.org/mcntal/child abuse physical emotional—sexual neglect.htm 
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such as CECA.Q (The Child Experience and Abuse Questionnaire) and CTQ-SF 
(Childhood Trauma Questionnaire, 28-Item Short Form) (e.g.，李鶴展等，2004a, 
2004b ； Li et al, 2006), or of local measurements of child abuse (e.g.,楊世昌等， 
2004 ；潘建平等，2003); (3) research on prevalence and correlates or risk factors of 
child abuse (e.g.,鳳爾翠等，2003 ；李長山等，2004 ；李彪，2005 ；王健等， 
1994 ；楊林勝，2004); and (4) investigations into child abuse and its consequences 
(e.g.,陳晶琦，2005 ；劉忠輝，2004). 
Though a relatively large number of studies on child abuse have emerged in 
recent years, they are mostly quantitative, cross-sectional ones and descriptive. 
Without a doubt, such studies are significant in depicting the problem of child abuse 
in China; however, they cannot show either the dynamics of children's subjective 
perceptions of parental physical abuse or the complexity of children's possible 
responses to abuse. Moreover, such information does not help explain the needs and 
problems confronted by abused children. 
Studies on physical child abuse in China 
Similar to anecdotal Western findings of the impacts of physical abuse on 
children, empirical studies done in China, though few in number, have identified 
certain problems among children who have been physically abused. Local studies 
mainly focus on the long-term negative impacts of abuse on children's psychological 
adjustments, with the retrospective quantitative design most commonly adopted (e.g., 
劉忠輝，2004). 
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A retrospective study conducted by Ma and her colleagues utilized "Symptom 
Checklist 90" (SCL-90) to examine differences in internalizing problems among 212 
college students, 23.6% of boys and 16.1% of girls who had experienced at least once 
spanking by parents in their childhood and 316 students who had never confronted 
with physical aggression. The study revealed that students who had been physically 
abused in childhood by parents three or more times demonstrate significantly higher 
risks for psychological symptoms of somatization, obsession, interpersonal sensitivity, 
depression, anxiety, hostility, paranoid ideation and psychoticism (馬玉霞等，2005). 
Correlations indicate that college students' self-esteem and self-efficacy are 
significantly associated with their childhood experiences of physical abuse by parents. 
However, such findings are not conclusive because researchers have not statistically 
controlled latent variables such as the effects of family socioeconomic disadvantage. 
Another research using similar methodology,(陳晶绮，2005) reported that 
56.3% of students experienced at least one instance of physical or emotional 
maltreatment before age 16. 8.9% reported having been seriously and intentionally 
beaten by parents. Compared with peers who had no abuse history, the students who 
had in childhood experienced serious physical or emotional maltreatment exhibited 
higher-level symptoms, including somatization, obsession, interpersonal sensitivity, 
depression, anxiety, hostility, phobia, anxiety, and paranoid ideation. This research 
looks at both physical abuse and emotional abuse, but the researcher fails to examine 
whether such abuse contributed to children's psychological maladjustment. In another 
retrospective study, Liu (g[L忠輝，2004) investigated 419 college students and found 
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that 79.3% of respondents reported experiencing various types of physical violence by 
parents and showed lower senses of self-esteem and self-efficacy compared with 
students who had never experienced physical violence during childhood. However, 
these two studies failed to test whether the differences among the three groups of 
students are statistically significant. 
The lone cross-sectional study on behavioural problems was conducted by Wei 
and her colleagues (魏賢珠等 ’ 2007). In that study, 179 elementary school students 
were investigated using the Personal Report of Childhood Abuse (PRCA) and Child 
Behavior Checklist (CBCL). Pupils having experienced any form of child abuse 
demonstrated significantly lower scores of social competence compared with non-
abused pupils; moreover, physical abuse strongly predicted children's maladjustment 
in school performance and social skills. 
Overall, these studies, though limited in number, highlight that physically abused 
children demonstrate more emotional problems than non-abused children. However, 
local literature excessively relies on retrospective reports and is too often tested 
without adequate control groups. As a result, the association of physical abuse and 
children's adjustment difficulties cannot be validated. Moreover, local research hardly 
examines the impacts of physical abuse from children's subjective perspective; how 
Chinese children respond and cope with such events is largely unknown. 
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Studies of help-seeking and its barriers in China 
Few studies have examined the underlying factors influencing Chinese people's 
help-seeking, especially in professional services. Some Western researchers argue that 
intra-familial coping, characterized by tender loving care from family members and 
intense effort in mobilizing intrafamilial resources with minimal assistance from 
outsiders, is still the dominant pattern of help-seeking among Chinese in mainland 
China (e.g., Pearson, 1993). Strong feelings of shame, guilt, and family stigma 
contribute to this tendency when individuals decide to seek help for their mental 
health problems (Lin & Lin�1981). 
There is still no empirical study on the help-seeking behaviours of child-abuse 
victims in mainland China; only some studies investigating help-seeking for other 
problems. A survey conducted by Jiang and Wang (江光榮及王銘，2003) attempted 
to examine a) help-seeking tendencies of Chinese university undergraduates suffering 
from mental problems and b) barriers to seeking professional help. Subjects preferred 
to solve problems themselves and to seek help from persons who are close to them, 
resorting to professional counselling services only when the problem became so 
severe and emotionally disturbing that they could not handle it themselves. Besides, 
researchers also reported that male university students were more inclined than 
females to solve problems themselves, and as were students from urban cities 
compared to those from the countryside. Furthermore, through factor analysis, 
researchers identified three factors that explained this reluctance to seek professional 
help: "saving face”�"self-efficacy" and "other reasons". These three dominant factors 
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accounted for 52.1% of the variance. 
Another survey conducted by Xia and Jiang (夏勉及江光榮，2007) examined 
the impact of responsibility attribution on help-seeking behaviour. 305 undergraduate 
students of seven colleges in Wuhan were interviewed, including help-seeking and 
non-help-seeking participants. Both types of participants were inclined to attribute 
their mental problems to intrapersonal affairs, which led to the belief that they 
themselves have responsibility for mental problems. 
Limitations of existing literature 
Literature on physical abuse and children's help-seeking both in Western 
societies and in China has three salient limitations. First, most research on the use of 
physical discipline or physical abuse takes the adult perspective and often relies on 
adults' retrospective reports (Dobbs & Duncan, 2004). A child-centred perspective is 
rarely adopted, and this has meant that the voices of children, the primary recipients 
of parental physical abuse, are almost missing. Second, most studies fail to distinguish 
how different kinds of factors (demographic, psychological and social) act in different 
stages of help-seeking. The third drawback rests is that most of these superficial 
studies with larger sample sizes simply conceptualize children as a group rather than 
as individuals. A typical example is that cultural interpretation can explain only 
common obstacles while ignoring individual variance of children's help-seeking. As 
far as a single child is concerned, existing studies do not provide satisfactory process-
oriented explanations for his or her perception of parental physical abuse or for 
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possible barriers to help-seeking behaviours. 
Given those knowledge gaps, in-depth research based on individual case 
analyses from children's own perspectives is urgently needed in the socio-cultural 
context of China. This study, therefore, attempts to answer two questions: 1) How do 
children in this context perceive and interpret physical abuse perpetrated by their 
parents? 2) What are the barriers in this context that impede children's help-seeking 
after being abused? 
Summary 
Few studies on abused children's help-seeking behaviours exist inside or outside 
China. The limited number of studies mainly looks at victims who have mental health 
problems and who seek professional help. So far, no study has examined either the 
subjective perceptions of physically maltreated children or the possible barriers to 
their help-seeking behaviours. Considering the gaps in the existing literature, and 
given the practical constraints encountered in China, in-depth research based on 
individual case analyses from children's own perspectives is urgently needed in the 
socio-cultural context of China. 
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CHAPTER THREE: CONCEPTUAL FRAMWORK 
As noted in the literature review, children's subjective perceptions and other 
possible barriers to help-seeking need to be explored from a child-centred, process-
oriented perspective. In this chapter, a framework based on previous models is 
formulated to capture children's personal experiences of parental physical abuse and 
barriers to seeking help in the socio-cultural context of mainland China. 
Conceptual framework of this study 
With ideas from previous studies on children's help-seeking process, considering 
the Chinese social-cultural context may have a unique influence on children's 
perceptions of parental physical abuse. A modified framework following a child-
centred, process-oriented approach is illustrated in Figure 3.1. As Cauce et al. (2002) 
state, the three steps of help-seeking are interrelated but seldom occur in an orderly 
fashion; therefore, the conceptual framework of this study includes double-headed 
arrows between each of the three steps. 
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Figure 3.1: Conceptual framework of this study: A synthesis 
M Sct*vice selection 
/ Problem Recognition The decision to seek help \ 
/ Psychological correlates; \ 
I Demographic factors; 令 Psychological correlates; O 1 
I Social-cultural factors; I 
I Social-cultural factors Social-cultural factors I 
\ Service related factors. / 
v ^ - — — ^ ^ 
Children's own perspectives ^ ^ 
Sources: Cauce et al. (2002); Srebnik et al. (1996); Rothi & Leavey (2006) 
Process-oriented perspective on help-seeking 
This study borrows the useful framework from Srebnik et al.'s (1996) three-
stage-help-seeking model, based on Anderson and Newman's (1973), Goldsmith et 
al.'s (1988) help-seeking model. Help-seeking in this model is conceptualized as a 
dynamic and interrelated process. This model first describes three identifiable stages 
along the help-seeking pathway: (1) problem recognition, (2) the decision to seek help, 
(3) and service selection (Cauce et al., 2002). The model also describes factors 
associated with each stage. According to Srebnik et al. (1996), movement along these 
three stages is associated with illness-profile variables, predisposing factors, and 
barriers or facilitators to care. Andersen (1995) argues that all three types of factors 
together influence whether individuals seek help for their problems. The first 
component is illness-profile variables, or the severity of a problem. This can be 
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defined by children themselves and also by helping professionals' evaluation. The 
second component covers predisposing factors, including demographics (e.g., gender, 
race, and age), social structure (e.g., education, occupation, social networks, and 
culture), and psychological beliefs (e.g., attitudes about services). The third 
component refers to barriers or facilitators, including availability and accessibility to 
services (e.g., knowledge to gain use of services, and social relationships). 
It should be noted that this study does not aim to test Srebnik et al.'s model. 
Rather, their model is used as an organizing framework for possible barriers to help-
seeking among children who have experienced parental physical abuse and may be at 
risk of physical and emotional problems. 
Help-seeking stages and barriers 
1) Problem recognition 
In this stage�children define the severity of parental physical abuse and the need 
to seek help. Children's subjective perceptions on the severity of the problem may be 
related to a variety of demographic factors, including: (a) Family characteristics (e.g. 
perceived relationships with parents). One study reported that adolescents who had a 
family member attempt or complete suicide, who perceived little parental caring, or 
who were abused were more likely to identify themselves as having a problem 
warranting professional help, although these variables did not predict help-seeking 
behaviour (Saunders et al., 1994). (b) Age. A number of studies suggest that age-
related differences might occur in children's help-seeking due to their social and 
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cognitive development to self-identify problems and make decisions for seeking help, 
but the young children must act out emotional problems behaviourally and let others 
identify their problems (Srebnik et al., 1996). (c) Gender. Gender differences are 
found consistently with help-seeking behaviours. The findings show that girls both 
hold more positive attitudes towards seeking help from others and are more likely 
than boys to disclose their problems (Barnett et al., 1990). 
Besides, children's perceptions on the severity of parental physical abuse may be 
also shaped by social and cultural factors, like cultural acceptance of parental 
physical abuse. Some researchers point out that social and cultural factors relate to 
how a problem is conceptualized by an individual or his/her family and community, 
the extent to which the problem can be tolerated by the specific social-cultural context, 
and whether a problem is seen as problematic (Narikiyo and Kameoka, 1992). 
With respect to mainland China, parental physical abuse for the purpose of guan 
(管）is widely tolerated and accepted; even the severe beating of children is 
considered a form of excessive discipline rather than physical abuse. With emphasis 
on traditional cultural beliefs of xiao (孝）and guan (管)，beating or scolding is 
commonly perceived by Chinese parents as a useful technique of parental control. In 
mainland China, child abuse has gotten little public and official attention. It is 
believed that the number of reported child abuse cases is only the tip of the iceberg. 
Influenced by such social and cultural beliefs, children may think that parents' 
abusive behaviours are proper, due to their good intentions. 
2) The decision to seek help 
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After recognizing that parental physical abuse is too harsh to be accepted, or 
feeling the need to deal with the lingering negative emotions aroused by parents' 
abuse, the child needs to figure out possible coping strategies to solve problems, 
which initiates the second stage of help-seeking. 
Help-seeking is regarded as a problem-focused coping strategy - if a child decides 
to use denial, avoidance or other emotion-focused coping, he or she would be less 
willing to seek help (Goldsmith et al.�1988). As Rothi and Leavey (2006) mention, 
there are numerous psychological factors which may impede children's willingness to 
seek help. Three sub-themes are broadly categorized: (a) Beliefs and fear of stigma, 
the most frequently cited barrier to help-seeking in mental-health literature (Hallett et 
al., 2000). This sub-theme also includes a fear of shame or embarrassment (Narikiyo, 
& Kameoka, 1992)，as well as the perceived futility of help (Wilson & Deane, 2001); 
(b) Intrapsychic factors, including emotional competence (Ciarrochi & Deane, 2001) 
and denial-coping strategies (Srebnik et al., 1996); and (c) The control set of barriers, 
like self-efficacy and self-reliance, which may inhibit or facilitate one's willingness to 
seek help (Duran et al.�2005; Hallett et al” 2000). 
3) Service selection 
Service selection is defined as where or to whom children turn after identifying a 
problem and deciding to seek help. In service selection, both cultural and 
psychological barriers, such as stigma of exposure, the belief in self-efficacy and self-
reliance, and confidentiality concerns, may impede individuals' help-seeking (Hallett 
et al., 2000) and relate to children's disclosure willingness. 
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Service-related barriers, like service availability and lack of knowledge about 
available sources, as well as the perception that others will not be helpful, may impact 
the selection of a helping provider (Dubow et al., 1990; Hallett et al., 2000; Owens et 
al., 2002; Wilson & Deane, 2001). 
Other relevant issues 
Children ’s own perspectives 
This study is also informed by theoretical developments of childhood, which 
emphasized children as social actors actively involved in the negotiation and 
construction of social reality (James & Prout, 1990; James et al., 1998). The study is 
also prompted by progress in a rights-based approach of social policy, especially the 
focus on children's rights and the need to consult children about issues that concern 
them, principles which are included in Article 12 of the U.N. Convention on the 
Rights of the Child: "Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or 
her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, 
the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity 
of the child". Such efforts have steadily promoted issues of children's rights and 
welfare to greater prominence. Herein, researchers are informed to pay special 
attention to issues which children regard as salient for them and taking into account 
how they perceive and respond to various difficulties. Since the relative lack of 
studies on children's own perspectives (rather than adult "recall") towards a) parental 
physical abuse and b) help-seeking in the aftermath of abuse has caused hot debate of 
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studies on physical abuse occurred at home. It is essential that children's voices be 
heard in this debate. 
Summary 
When children experience parental physical abuse, their perceptions of problems, 
decisions to seek help, and service selection is a continuing and dynamic process in 
which multiple barriers may impede their eventual help-seeking. In this chapter, a 
modified framework of barriers at different stages of help-seeking has been 
formulated to capture physically abused children's personal perceptions of parental 
physical abuse and barriers to help-seeking in the socio-cultural context of China. 
40 
CHAPTER FOUR: METHODOLOGY 
This chapter explains the methodology of this study. Starting with presenting the 
reasons for choosing a qualitative rather than a quantitative research approach, this 
chapter also describes the whole research process of data collection and data analysis. 
Furthermore, this chapter articulates measures employed to enhance the credibility of 
this research and to tackle ethical challenges. 
The choice of qualitative research 
Qualitative research, as defined by Creswell (1998), is 'an inquiry process of 
understanding based on distinct methodological traditions of inquiry that explore a 
social or human problem. The researcher builds a complex, holistic picture, analyze 
words, reports detailed views of informants, and conducts the study in a natural 
setting’ (p. 249). 
The choice of research method is closely related to the purpose of the study and 
the context(s) in which the study is conducted (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). The purpose 
is to explore children's perceptions and barriers to help-seeking after experiencing 
parental physical abuse in China, which requires an in-depth study on the complex 
and dynamic nature of children's subjective experiences. 
In this study, the qualitative approach was selected for three reasons. First, the 
study aims to pay attention to children' own subjectivity and make their voices and 
experiences heard. The nature of these research questions are subjective, possessive 
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and emotional, which could not be easily understood by a quantitative questionnaire. 
Researchers say that information about whether the relationships and influences to the 
victims of abuse are damaging or helpful has often been derived from detailed 
accounts by survivors (e.g. Angelou, 1998; Evert & B^kerk�1987). It is therefore 
doubtless that in-depth interviews are more likely than a survey to elicit information 
about experiences that might have helped victims adjust. Second, as Denzin and 
Lincoln (2000) have explained qualitative research as a multi-method approach to 
study phenomena in natural settings and make sense of the meanings which people 
bring to the events. Qualitative methods are well-suited to capture the complex and 
dynamic process of children's perceptions of parental physical abuse and barriers to 
their help-seeking. Third, there has been little empirical study relating to child abuse 
and help-seeking in mainland China, and a qualitative approach appears to be the 
appropriate way to answer the research questions of this study. As Patton (1990) 
observed, qualitative research was especially appropriate for studies where little 
empirical research exists. 
To sum up, the qualitative research approach is chosen because the distinctions 
of the method can neatly fulfil the purpose of the research. The subjective nature of 
children's perceptions of parental physical abuse�as well as the complex process of 
children's help-seeking actions when they were abused by parents, is another reason 




The technique of 'referral sampling', wherein respondents initially contacted are 
asked to supply the names and addresses of members of the target population 
(Singleton et al., 1993)，was adopted as a means of recruiting interviewees for this 
study. In this form of sampling, respondents are asked to identify someone who meets 
the criteria for inclusion of this study, according to their social network. 
The criteria for sampling included: 1) In the past year, the child had been hit at 
least once with a fist or some other hard object; or the child had been hit or beaten at 
least once so badly to result in obvious injury, such as redness, swelling, bruising, 
haemorrhage, or invisible harm, like fainting and other after-effects (e.g.�headaches 
and chronic pains). 2) The child was a middle-school student aged 12 to 18, the period 
of adolescence. 3) The perpetrator(s) of the abuse were children's biological father or 
mother, or both parents. 
Representative samples could not be selected by using this method of referral 
sampling; however, this method is especially useful when researchers are trying to 
reach populations that are inaccessible or hard to find (William, 2001). As mentioned 
previously, physical child abuse is less discussed as a social problem in the socio-
cultural context of China, and children who are victims of abuse are unwilling to 
disclose abuse by parents (Tang, 2007)6. Therefore, referral sampling is an easy and 
6 Tang recently conducted a survey with 1956 middle school children in Nanjing, which find that over 
80% of the abused children demonstrate a low inclination to disclosure or seek help from outsider 
(2007). 
43 
appropriate way to recruit interviewees. 
The sample size of this study was informed by Patton's (1990) argument that 
sample size is determined by the purpose of inquiry, the credibility of the data, the 
time framework and the availability of resources. Considering Patton's 
recommendations and the limited time and resources, as well as the sampling criteria 
of this study, nine interviewees were recruited for this research. 
Procedures of sampling 
Nine children were invited to join in the interviews. The main strategy for 
recruiting respondents was to interview the referral cases with the help of non-
governmental organizations, middle-school teachers, and school counsellors. Since 
students were the targets of this study, several exploratory interviews were initially 
conducted at the Nanjing YMCA-YWCA, which provides extensive training courses 
for middle-school students on the weekends. The author herself had interned there for 
three months as an undergraduate, which made it easier to get permission for this 
study. However, because students could be contacted and interviews conducted there 
only on weekends, in the end only one student who had been physically abused by a 
parent during the past year could be interviewed. 
Eight additional interviews were conducted in Xianlin Middle School with the 
help of a professor at Nanjing Normal University, who had established a cooperative 
relationship with that school. The director of the school, who was also the school 
counsellor, referred some cases based on episodes of parental physical abuse she had 
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witnessed at school, and she also asked other teachers to refer cases. 
A total of twelve children (ten boys and three girls) were referred, but only nine 
boys who met the criteria of this study were interviewed. These nine were confirmed 
as having been physically abused by at least one biological parent in the previous one 
year in one or both of the following ways: 
1. The child had been struck by a hard object - 8 cases; 
2. The child's body showed physical signs of abuse, such as bruises, scars, and 
bleeding - 9 cases. 
In-depth Interview 
In this study, the in-depth interview was adopted as the basic method of data 
gathering, in an attempt to obtain useful data on children's own subjective perceptions 
of parental physical abuse. This method was chosen because it provides a spontaneous 
and flexible opportunity for researchers to penetrate the words that people employ as 
personal symbols for life events and enables researchers to capture the complexity of 
individuals' feelings, thoughts, and perceptions (Goodman, 2000). Each interview was 
conducted in a semi-structured way using interview guidelines, including specific 
questions (see Appendix 1); additionally, questions were added to enrich or clarify the 
data. All the interviews were conducted in Mandarin. 
In this study, nine children who had experienced parental physical abuse in the 
past year were interviewed from January 1 to January 20, 2008 in Nanjing, China. In 
the first round, each child was briefly introduced to the interviewer and to the study's 
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purpose at the beginning of each interview. Then, the interviewees were encouraged 
to talk freely about their experiences of parental physical abuse both during childhood 
and in the past year. This first round of interviews collected background data on the 
interviewees and their families, and gave a basic outline of the nature of interviewees' 
physical-abuse experiences. At the end of each interview, interviewees were invited to 
attend a second follow-up meeting for another interview. 
In the second round of interviews, the questions focused on children's most 
serious experience of abuse in the past year, as well as on their perceptions and 
responses to parental physical abuse. Children were encouraged to talk about their 
perceptions, interpretations, feelings, behavioural responses and reasons for not 
previously disclosing the abuse to or seeking help from others. 
Each interview lasted from 1 to 2 hours and was recorded with the permission of 
the interviewees. Right after each interview, the interviewer composed a short memo 
to summarize her general impression and the key points. 
Data analysis 
Two main procedures were used in data analysis of this study: coding and 
categorizing. As individual accounts are invaluable in shedding light on children's 
subjective perceptions of parental physical abuse, the audio-taped data was 
transcribed word-by-word (in Chinese) after each interview. 
To gain a general impression of each interview, a preliminary analysis was 
carried out. These summaries of story, which depicted a holistic picture of each child's 
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particular experience, helped the researcher understand what had happened to each 
child and why a child reacted in a specific way. These summaries were not only used 
for reducing information within one case, but also facilitated comparisons across 
cases. 
Then, the researcher began to read each transcription and condense the data by 
coding. In the coding process, different categories emerged around children's 
perceptions and their reasons for not help-seeking. Categories with related themes 
were combined. Next, the researcher read across cases, comparing within and across 
to find similarities and differences, and then used pattern coding (Miles & Huberman, 
1994) to identify common themes of the nine children's accounts. Finally, quotations 
from nine interviewees' words were used to illustrate common themes and atypical 
responses. 
Credibility 
The quality of qualitative research cannot judged by quantitative criteria, due to 
the difference in the nature of these two inquiries (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Many 
qualitative researchers claim that their research should be assessed by a different set 
of criteria which more accurately captures the complexity and texture of the 
qualitative methodology and which establish "credibility" (e.g., Lincoln & Guba, 
1985; Patton, 1990). Credibility refers to the extent to which credible findings and 
interpretations can be produced (Lincoln & Guba�1985). 
Many qualitative researchers have agreed on widely used techniques to establish 
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credibility. These are: prolonged engagement, persistent observation, triangulation, 
peer debriefing, negative case analysis, referential adequacy, member checking, rich 
and thick description, and external audits (Creswell, 1995; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In 
this study, the techniques of "member checking" and "peer debriefing" were used to 
enhance the credibility of research findings. 
Peer debriefing. It is defined as a process to explore "oneself to a disinterested 
peer in a manner paralleling an analytic session; and to explore aspects of the inquiry 
that might otherwise remained only implicit within the inquirers' mind (Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985，p.308). This process helps the researcher probe biases, explore meanings 
and clarify interpretations of the data. 
During the process of data collection�a social-work graduate from Nanjing 
Normal University was invited as an observer for each interview. Her memos and 
notes of observations provided supplementary information which was useful for 
developing themes. She and a research student in psychology were invited to do the 
coding and interpretation. Their participation in a discussion on categories and themes 
helped fine-tune this study's findings. The research findings were also presented at a 
departmental annual seminar, which drew valuable feedback and criticism. In other words, 
much effort was made to improve the credibility of this research. 
Member checking. Member checking refers to the process whereby the 
researcher discusses the data, analytic categories, interpretations and conclusions with 
the respondents, in order to test the intentions of the research, correct errors of fact 
and challenge wrong interpretations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). A key summary of each 
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transcription was sent to each interviewee after each interview. They also had an 
opportunity to discuss the researcher's understanding and interpretations of their 
experiences, and they were able to correct possible misunderstandings. 
Ethical concerns 
This study involved several strategies to address ethnical issues, including: 
seeking consent, maintaining confidentiality, and protecting the anonymity of 
participants. All these efforts aimed to show that the researcher respected the privacy 
and the rights of participants. 
First, written approvals from both the agency and the middle school in Nanjing 
were obtained prior to the study (see Appendix 3). 
Second, at the beginning of each interview, the researcher made a brief 
introduction of the nature and the procedures of this study, the only purpose for 
research�and the possible arousal of pain and other negative feelings. A promise was 
also made to refer participants for necessary follow-up services. Each child was also 
informed that he or she could stop at any moment of the interview. Only children who 
gave their oral consent for participation and for taping of the interview were included 
in this study. 
Third, confidentiality was maintained at all times. Participants' words are 
attributed with aliases in this thesis to protect their identities and ensure that their 
personal data is kept strictly confidential. 
Last, as physical abuse is a negative experience, this study faced the challenge of 
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how to deal with the negative emotions aroused by past traumatic experiences. The 
researcher prepared herself with skills such as verbal support, positive thinking and, if 
necessary, hugs to handle situations that might occur during interviews. Additionally a 
family therapist in Nanjing agreed to follow up any referred cases and provide the 
necessary help. These strategies maintained confidentiality and minimized possible 
threats to children's well-being as a result of their participation in the study. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: PROFILES OF PARTICIPANTS 
This chapter presents profiles of participants, including background information 
of children and their families, behavioural problems reported by teachers, nature and 
frequency of parental physical abuse in the past year, nature of the most serious 
incident of physical abuse in the past year, and children's responses during and after 
abuse. 
Participants 
The final sample of this study comprised nine participants. As shown in Table 
5.1, their ages ranged from 13 to 17 years old, and they all were male. 89% came 
from junior-middle school (B); only one child was in high-middle school (A). 11% 
were from Grade 1 (Ml), 22% from Grade 2 (M2), 56% from Grade 3 (M3), and 11% 
from Grade 4 (M4). 
Table 5.1: Profile of the participants 
Informant Name Gender Age Grade School 
CI 尝 鲨 Male 17 M4 A 
Xiao Wen , , , 1C A/ro d C2 r -v Male 15 M2 B 小文 
« Male 16 M2 B 
C4 H Male 15 M2 B 
C5 Male 17 M3 B 
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� Xiao Jie , , , 
C6 L Male 15 M2 B 
CI X i = i n g Male 14 M3 B 小明 
C8 X i f ° i e i Male 15 M2 B 小磊 
C9 L i „ Male 13 Ml B 
冗冗 
N=9 
Table 5.2 shows that 67% came from nuclear families and were only children, 
and 22% came from extended-family households with at least three generations living 
together. One other participant came from a nuclear family but was not an only child. 
89% of the participants came from an intact family where the parents were 
married and living together. Only one child (11%) reported that his parents had 
divorced (when he was around five years old) and had rebuilt their marital 
relationship without re-registration for the new marriage. 
Generally speaking, most children's parents (i.e., the perpetrators of the abuse) 
had a low level of education - only one had post-secondary education, while the 
others (7 parents) had attained only the primary or secondary level. Furthermore, six 
of them were from the low or lower socioeconomic group, only two were from middle 
socioeconomic backgrounds. 
Table 5.2 Characteristics of children's families, reported by children 
Family Type Total 
Only child in a nuclear family 6 
Not only child but from a nuclear family 1 





Divorced but back together (without registration) 1 
Parents，education level 
Primary 2 
Lower Secondary 4 
Higher Secondary 1 
Post-secondary 1 
Don't know 1 
Family Socioeconomic Status 
Middle 2 
Low or Lower 7 
N=9 
As all participants were referred by school counsellors or teachers, a primary 
interview with the teachers, lasting around half an hour, was conducted before the 
interview with each child. Table 5.3 lists academic performance and behavioural 
problems as reported by teachers. No child's academic performance was described as 
good, and only two boys were described as fair, with the other seven evaluated as 
poor or even worse. Teachers said these boys also demonstrated various behavioural 
problems at school, like being addicted to the Internet (five boys), fighting with or 
bullying schoolmates (five), drinking alcohol and smoking (four), playing truant 
(four), lying and stealing money (one), engaging in puppy love (one), gambling (one). 
Table 5.3 Characteristics of children's problems, reported by teachers 
Academic Performance Total 
Described as poor or worse 7 
Described as fair 2 
Described as good 0 
Behavioural problems 
Addicted to the Internet ^ 
Fighting/bullying at school ^ 
Drinking alcohol/smoking 彳 
Playing truant 
Lying and stealing money from ^ 
parents 1 




Table 5.4 shows that all nine children had experienced parental physical abuse in 
the past year, with eight also emotionally abused. With respect to the frequency of 
physical abuse, three children defined it as very frequent, five said it happened 
sometimes, and only one child reported abuse as seldom. 
Table 5.4 Nature and frequency of parental physical abuse in the past year 
Total 
Nature of Abuse 
Physical 1 
Physical & emotional 8 
Frequency defined by children 




Table 5.5 lists the characteristics of the most serious physical abuse that each 
interviewee had experienced in the past year. Fathers were the perpetrators of five 
cases, two boys were abused by their mothers, and the rest of the abuse was 
committed by both the father and the mother. 
Despite differences in nature of abuse, all interviewees were abused by hard 
objects, like iron chains，thick branch and straps. The abuse was so fierce that obvious 
bruises or scars were left which took some days to heal. 
Table 5.5: Nature of the most serious physical abuse in the past year 
Informant Suspected Nature of Abuse Level of abuse Type of injuries iniormaiii P e r p e t r a t o r (s) (most serious) J 
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r i A/r Abused by an iron chain, and 、， ^ . � T T j . CI Mother i ‘ • Very severe Bruises & Head pain lost consciousness J 
n r Lashed by a thick branch for ,,. „ . D 0 t l. C2 rather , r . A Very severe Bruises & Swelling over 15 minutes J 
n ^ ,u Hard spanked by a strap for � n . �� C3 Father . A J r Severe Bruises & Scars over 10 minutes 
” ‘ l Slapped, and abused with a ,. ^ . C4 rather � ’ 力 Very severe Bleeding, Bruises dustpan handle J 
Slapped, fiercely kicked in the B i & Abd minal 
C5 Father & Mother abdomen, made to kneel down Severe . 
for a hour P a u i 
C6 Father Fiercely kicked in the abdomen Severe Bleeding, Bruises 
� Badly abused by the cord of the 0 n . C7 Mother ,, , , J Severe Bruises cell-phone charger 
C8 Father Abused with a cane and made to S e y e r e gears 
kneel down tor a hour 
C9 Mother & Father f n d h a n p d u p ' ®aten J a Severe Bruises & Scars 
steel hanger for over 10 minutes 
Table 5.6 shows that those boys had various negative emotional and behavioural 
reactions during and after parental physical abuse, which was the most serious they 
could recall. The most frequently mentioned negative feelings were: hatred (seven 
boys); anger or wrath (six), reluctance to talk with the perpetrator(s) (four); wanting to leave 
home (three). One child reported being so badly hurt by his mother that he felt scared 
his mother was going to kill him. Seven children were angry and hated their parents 
for what they had done to them. In the aftermath of physical abuse, they either threw 
off stuff or displayed a reluctance to talk to the perpetrators for a period of time, 
which lasted three or four days to one month. Two children blamed themselves for 
their own mistakes and believed they deserved the physical abuses. Three boys felt 
disappointed after the most serious physical abuse, and they considered leaving home. 
One child even wanted to fight with the perpetrator because he insisted that he was 
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doing something right at the time of abuse. 
Table 5.6: Children's responses during and after abuse 
Responses Total 
Hatred 7 
Anger or Wrath 6 
Reluctant to talk with the perpetrator(s) 4 
Wanting to leave home 3 
Disappointment 2 
Fear or Scare 2 
Sorrow & Self-blame 2 
Avoidance 1 
Sadness 1 
Wanting to fight with the perpetrator(s) 1 
N=9 
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CHAPTER SIX: THE NINE STORIES 
The nine children's experiences of parental physical abuse are presented in this 
chapter, with fictitious names used to protect their identities. Each story has three 
parts: background information related to the abuse experience, perception of parental 
physical abuse, and experience with help-seeking. 
Jia Jia 
(佳佳） 
Jia Jia was the only case from the weekend school, and the only high-school 
student. His parents had fairly high expectations for his academic achievement; his 
mother, in particular, spent almost all her spare time monitoring his study. Physical 
abuse was not so frequently employed by Jia Jia's parents - he said he suffered more 
often from his parents' blaming and scolding. 
Jia Jia's most serious experience of physical abuse occurred four months before 
the interview. On a Sunday afternoon, when Jia Jia finished courses at the weekend 
school of the Nanjing YMCA-YWCA and returned home an hour later than usual, his 
mother was so angry that she spanked him with an iron chain. He tried to ward off 
some blows but his head knocked into a ferric box, and he lost consciousness for a 
while. When he came to, he guessed what had happened. He felt angry, disappointed, 
and also a little bit scared. As he said: 
"At that time, I had no other idea but leaving home and never going back It is 
57 
incredible that could my mother do such a brutal thing to me? I cannot bear it 
any more. ” (Jia Jia, Case 1) 
He was treated so cruelly by his mother that he doubted whether his mother 
planned to kill him and then, perhaps, to kill herself to perish with him. However, 
when Jia Jia was only 20 meters out the door, his mother went out, caught him, and 
hauled him home without saying a word. 
“I was overwhelmed the desperation expressed in my mother's eyes, since she 
may have been thinking I was nearly mad then. Looking at her desperate eyes, my 
heart turned tender and my consciousness came back again, so I stopped moving 
forward. ” (Jia Jia, Case 1) 
When Jia Jia went back to his own room, he was so sad that he cried for several 
hours that night. He said he never hated his mother even under those circumstances 
because he loved his mother deeply. He just regarded his mother as disciplining 
children extremely strictly. Later at that night, his mother explained to him that she 
had just spanked his back, and that the injury to his head was totally accidental. She 
admitted that what she had done to Jia Jia was awful, and she chose to apologize to 
him. Jia Jia accepted his mother's explanation and apology, and they were reconciled 
as usual, even though his head was in pain for about a week. 
Perception of the experience 
• Perceived legitimacy of parental physical abuse 
Jia Jia thought his mother's intention was good and reasonable, but the way of 
discipline was too violent to be acceptable. 
• Perceived efficacy of physical abuse 
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Jia Jia experienced emotional abuse like name-calling or scolding more 
frequently, and the more he was exposed to such words or physical violence due to his 
studies, the more he hated studying. 
• Perceived image of perpetrator(s) during and after 
During the physical abuse by his mother and before his mother's explanation, he 
was disappointed and scared - he never thought his mother could be so crazy and 
cruel. It was beyond his imagination. Still, he never hated his mother; moreover, after 
his mother explained and apologized, his hurt heart became pacified and he believed 
that she was still a good mother. The image of mother was affected only while the 
abuse was actually happening. 
• Perceived family climate 
Jia Jia mentioned he did enjoy some happy moment at home, but these had 
nothing to do with his parents. He perceived parents as the source of his stress; most 
of time, he felt unhappy and rather repressed when together with them at home. As a 
result, the communication between Jia Jia and his parents grew worse over time. Even 
when confronted with difficulties in life and learning, he preferred not to tell his 
parents unless they asked him. 
Help-seeking experience 
參 Disclosure of this experience 
The interview was the first time that Jia Jia disclosed his abused experience to 
others, except his parents. He did not like to tell others about his family. He presented 
a totally different personality at home and at school. When at school, he talked only 
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about simple, interesting topics, but he said he felt freer and more relaxed with his 
schoolmates. At home, he was a machine of learning and studying but felt oppressed. 
• Seeking help from others 
Jia Jia never sought help from friends, teachers, and school counsellor because of 
being physically abused. He believed that friends, schoolmates, and teachers could not 
help him resolve his problems. In addition, he never actively sought help from the 




Xiao Wen lived in a violent family, and his father often used various violent 
means to punish him. When he made a mistake, his father would scold him and spank 
him. Usually Xiao Wen's father slapped his face. If his father was really angry, Xiao 
Wen would also be seriously kicked or beaten with a crabstick. His father was a 
businessman, and often away from home. His father was not loyal in Xiao Wen's eyes, 
as his father had many lovers. This was also the most important reason for his parents' 
divorce and mother's abuse at the hands of his father. 
The most shocking abuse experience occurred several months before the 
interview, namely at the beginning of that semester. Xiao Wen suspected that his 
• 參 參 7 
father had gone out and to do something bad with friends ； therefore, he tracked down 
7 More concretely, one of the bad things his father always did with his friend was playing with 
young women. 
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his father at a nightclub. When Xiao Wen was discovered and talked back to his father 
in front of his father's friends, his father was extremely angry and lashed him fiercely 
with a thick branch. Xiao Wen could not remember the exact number of lashes, but it 
was so many times that he felt very sore. His arms were bruised and swollen right 
away. Two uncles stopped Xiao Wen's father and took him away, and he threatened 
Xiao Wen that he would punish him at home. Xiao Wen was afraid he would be 
lashed again if he went home, so he stayed out in a sauna room that night. But he went 
home on the morning of the second day, as he was also worried that his father would 
look for him and worry about him. When he arrived, he saw the blood on the floor 
and knew that his mother had been abused by his father. Again, his father beat him 
with a stick; it was violent, and the stick was broken into several pieces. 
Perception of the experience 
• Perceived legitimacy of parental physical abuse 
Xiao Wen said his father abused him partly for discipline and partly as an 
overreaction. Speaking of the incident in the doorway of night club, he said he had 
challenged father's authority in front of his friends, causing a loss of face. Besides, 
the father was irritated as his son had become aware of his humiliating affairs. Xiao 
Wen regarded his father as being wrong for leaving home without telling any one. But 
he perceived himself as also having some responsibility because, as he said, a father's 
humiliating affairs are adult business, and a child should not cross the boundary to 
intervene. 
• Perceived effects of parental physical abuse 
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Xiao Wen said his father's abusive behaviour had encouraged his own rebellious 
personality. He also thought his violent behaviour in school (fighting with and 
bullying others) was affected by his father's abusive tendencies toward his mother and 
him. 
• Perceived image of perpetrator(s) during and after 
When physically abused, Xiao Wen's emotional responses were: hating his 
father, thinking of fighting with his father and leaving home. In the aftermath, his 
father often talked positively to him, and cared for him emotionally as well as 
materially. Although his father would never explain or apologize for his abusive 
behaviours, nor comfort him, Xiao Wen still felt that his father loved him. The 
unhappy memories went away soon, despite the frequency of the physical abuse, and 
his father was a “good father" in Xiao Wen's heart again. 
參 Perceived family climate 
Xiao Wen thought his family was a warm place, where family members cared 
about each other, but with a lack of adequate communication. Although his parents 
were divorced and his father frequently abused his mother physically, he perceived 
the relationship between them was fairly good, and he believed that parents should not 
leave each other. 
Help-seeking experience 
• Disclosure of this experience 
Nobody except his family members knew Xiao Wen was physically abused by 
his father. He had not disclosed it to any other person before the interview. He was 
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also worried that he would be depressed and frustrated, as well as laughed at by his 
classmates, when sharing such an experience. He perceived that disclosure to friends 
or the school counsellor could not help him effectively. He never talked to the school 
counsellor about his experience of abuse because it happened so frequently that he did � 
not know how to broach the topic. Besides, he had no desire to talk to school 
counsellor about it. 
• Seeking help from others 
Xiao Wen did not seek help from teachers when the most shocking abuse 
occurred, though he had once sought help from his head teacher, asking her to 
persuade his father to change his violent way of discipline. However, his father 
abused him as usual after the teacher talked to him. Since then, after each time of 
being abused at home, Xiao Wen never sought help from teachers because he realized 
that they could not help at all. 
Whenever Xiao Wen was abused badly, he would consider calling police, as he 
thought that would be the only way to change his father. However, he never took such 
an action because he did not want to charge his father with physical child abuse. 
A'Jian 
(阿健） 
A'Jian was a middle school student who was strongly addicted to surfing the 
Internet. Before the day of the interview, he had not gone home for six days, and he 
had just been beaten by his father with a strap that morning. A'Jian had experienced 
frequent physical abuse by his father during childhood - the main reasons were 
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making his clothes dirty, fighting with others and spending nights away from home. 
Among these, the latter two happened most often. His school performance was poor 
and he admitted that he himself was a violent person who was used to solving 
problems with violence. Furthermore, he was strongly addicted to surfing the Net; as 
a result, he frequently stole money from home, lied to his parents and stayed 
overnight in Internet cafes. 
The worst physical abuse A'Jian had experienced in the last year occurred at the 
beginning of the previous semester, four months before the interview - he used his 
tuition money to pay for Internet activities and played hooky for four days. On the day 
he went back to school，he was caught by his father but was not spanked right away. 
After classes were over, A'Jian came back home earlier than his father. When his 
father returned, he was drunk and began to spank A'Jian with a strap. It lasted over 10 
minutes. As A'Jian was used to be treated like that, the pain was not unbearable, but 
the hard spanking left many bruises and scars all over his body, and the recovery took 
more than two weeks. 
Despite the harsh abuse, A'Jian said he was not angry at all because he had made 
such a serious and unforgivable mistake that he deserved it8. He also mentioned that 
father generally scolded him (i.e., verbally) if he made small mistakes. Therefore, 
A'Jian figured that his father mostly spanked him for good. However, he also talked 
about two exceptional cases when he was physically abused by his father at school, 
with lots of schoolmates and teachers present. He said he could never accept this as he 
8 Two hundred is not a small amount as an allowance for Chinese children; especially A'Jian's 
family is at low socioeconomic status. 
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felt lost face and was humiliated under such circumstances. 
Perception of the experience 
• Perceived legitimacy of parental physical abuse 
In most cases, A'Jian perceived his father as right and reasonable to abuse him 
because he frequently made mistakes, and his father had good intentions to educate 
and discipline him. However, such abusive behaviour at school was never acceptable 
or legitimate. 
• Perceived effects of parental physical abuse 
A'Jian expected his father to change from abusing to educating when he did 
something wrong. He also had confidence that such positive discipline would 
encourage him to focus more on his academic performance and reduce his addiction 
to the Internet. 
• Perceived image of perpetrator(s) during and after 
Although A'Jian did not hate his father even during the abuse, he considered 
physical abuse as too extreme regardless of the intent. He also mentioned that his 
parent were not well-educated, which was the main reason they did not know how to 
educate a child without relying excessively on physical abuse. On the second day of 
that most serious abuse, A'Jian's father explained to him why he had abused him so 
seriously. A'Jian accepted his father's explanation and realized that it was his fault, so 
he did not feel sad or disappointed again. 
• Perceived family climate 
A'Jian loved all his family members (parents and elder sister), but there was very 
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little opportunity for him to talk with them. His parents were busy earning money, and 
his elder sister was engaged in her work and came home infrequently. He also 
perceived himself as the loved one in the family, and the relationship between parents 
as peaceful despite their quarrels. 
Help-seeking experience 
• Disclosure of abuse 
A'Jian never let others know about his experience except those who were present 
when the abuse occurred. The main reasons were that he saw himself as wrong and 
deserving of treatment like that; he was also afraid that he would be laughed at when 
others found out. Generally he would not tell others or seek help in the aftermath of 
physical abuse; his usual feel was, “It’s over, just let it go." 
• Seeking help from others 
A'Jian hardly thought of seeking help from anyone in the aftermath of the abuse 
unless it was extreme; in that case, he would escape from home and seek help from 
his uncle. Most of time, he tried to anticipate the abuse and strategize ways to stop it 
from happening. When selecting help-providers, he preferred relatives, especially his 
uncle, to teachers. He resorted to teachers' help several times, but it failed each time, 
and he gave up asking teachers. His uncle was often mentioned as the most 
efficacious source of help. Each time, his uncle successfully persuaded his father not 
to abuse him. A'Jian said it was because his uncle was well educated and thus his 
suggestions drew his father's respect9. Besides, his uncle was very willing to help 
9 According to A'Jian, his uncle had received highest level of education in the whole family, as he had gotten a 
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whenever A'Jian asked. Furthermore, the uncle lived close to A'Jian's house, a 
practical factor to stopping physical abuse in a limited time. 
Qin Qin 
(勤勤） 
Qin Qin was also referred by the school counsellor; he had stayed in the Internet 
cafe with several classmates, including A'Jian, for six days. When I first saw him, he 
looked like a depressed street boy. He had just come from the cafe and had not eaten 
anything for the whole day. He was also disappointed and frustrated, as he knew that 
his parents had not gone out to look for him during those six days. His case differed 
from A'Jian: although both of them loved computer games, Qin Qin preferred playing 
computer games at home to staying overnight in the Internet cafe. However, he 
favoured the cafe when he felt lonely and his friends were together with him. 
When I invited him to talk about parental physical abuse, he unhesitatingly 
pointed to the exact date - May 1, 2007, around eight months before the interview — 
when the most serious experience occurred. His father was told that Qin Qin played 
truant and had fun outside school for the whole day. When Qin Qin returned home, 
his father was further irritated because Qin Qin lied to him about the reason for 
playing truant. He slapped Qin Qin several times, giving him a bloody nose. Qin Qin 
tried to cover his nose and stop the bleeding, but the blood continued to emerge from 
his mouth. Soon, Qin Qin was covered in blood almost from head to foot. But the 
bachelor degree in a university. 
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father continued to fiercely strike his back with the dustpan handle. Qin Qin was 
abused so seriously that his face was swollen, bruised at every pore. 
In the aftermath, Qin Qin also remembered that his father's attitude changed — he 
took the initiative to ask Qin Qin to have dinner. While they were eating, his father 
explained that he was too hot-headed, and he apologized for beating Qin Qin so hard. 
Perception of the experience 
• Perceived legitimacy of parental physical abuse 
Qin Qin perceived that his father abused him with good intentions. Although he 
recognized that his father was abusive, he still perceived it as reasonable and 
legitimate that his father hit him like that because he had made a big mistake. 
• Perceived efficacy of parental physical abuse 
Qin Qin did not think that the father's physical abuse was helpful; he would 
continue to make the same (or even more serious) mistakes in the future, even though 
he would be abused harder next time. 
• Perceived image of perpetrator(s) during and after 
Qin Qin said that each time he was abused by father due to his mistakes, he just 
felt disappointed, but not angry or sad. He never cried about it, either, as he could bear 
any physical punishment. He anticipated that his father would treat him in an equal 
and respectful manner in communication with him. 
Although it was the most serious abuse Qin Qin had ever experienced, he did not 
hate or get angry with his father, because his father explained and apologized for what 
he had done to Qin Qin. Because of this, Qin Qin perceived that father really cared 
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about him and wanted to teach him well, regardless of the abusive behaviour. 
參 Perceived family climate 
Qin Qin perceived his family as a warm place - he could feel that his parents 
loved him and took good care of his needs, but he did not feel comfortable enough in 
the bottom of his heart. He thought that his parents did not really care about him 
in many other aspects, and they hardly communicated with him. He felt a lack of 
security and low sense of being cared for at home. 
Qin Qin said the relationship between his father and mother was not so good: 
they quarrelled all the time, and even fought with each other (with his mother almost 
always the victim). Whenever his mother was abused, Qin Qin stood up for her and 
tried to protect her - he perceived her as the disadvantaged one who needed sympathy. 
Help-seeking experience 
• Disclosure of abuse 
In general, whenever Qin Qin was abused at home, he would not disclose it to 
others. But after the most serious incident, two of Qin Qin's best friends noticed his 
bruise and asked what had happened to him, so he told them the whole thing. 
• Seeking help from others 
Despite not positively disclosed to his friends, Qin Qin felt more comfortable 
and happier after disclosure. Friends were significant others in his eyes, especially 
since Qin Qin perceived himself as less loved and cared for by his parents. Therefore, 
support from friends was rather important to comfort him and supplement his 
emotional needs. He never considered seeking help from others before or after being 
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abused as he was never angry at father's abusive behaviour. He only cared about 
whether his parents really loved him and were concerned about him. 
Le Le 
(樂樂） 
Le Le was also referred by the school counsellor, who once witnessed Le Le 
being kicked so hard that he fell down on the playground. She speculated that Le Le 
must have experienced more abuse at home. Le Le was initially unwilling to be 
interviewed, though he finally agreed after several invitations. 
Le Le said he was not often spanked by his father, as long as he did not make big 
mistakes. The last and most serious abuse happened six months before, not long after 
he had entered junior-middle school. Le had made friends with some non-engaged 
young boys, who convinced him to leave home and hang out with them. Once, 
after being gone for several weeks, he finally realized that he should go home. When 
he returned, his father was at home, and at the beginning, his father just talked to him. 
Then，Le Le was asked the reason for his absence, and he did not say anything but just 
stood there. The father took umbrage, came over and slapped Le Le, and then he 
kicked Le Le in the stomach several times. Finally, the father commanded Le Le to 
kneel down and not stand up without his permission. This was the most serious 
experience of abuse, Le Le explained, because he was fiercely kicked and ordered to 
kneel down for over an hour. Every kick was rather hard and painful, and having knelt 
for such a long time made his legs numb. When his mother came back, she asked Le 
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Le to stand up, and he went back to his own room without asking for his father's 
permission. Le Le said he was very tired at that time; he went sleep right away, even 
after being badly abused. In the second day, his father called him to dinner, and 
everything was back to normal. 
In addition, Le Le mentioned that once he was spit at and also kicked by his 
father at school, with many teachers witnessing it. He cried that time as he felt rather 
disgraced, being beaten in front of so many people, although Le Le still regarded his 
father as right to punish him because of his fault. 
Perception of the experience 
參 Perceived legitimacy of parental physical abuse 
Le Le said he should be punished as he had made such a serious mistake (leaving 
home and school for many days), but he hated his father for treating him so abusively. 
• Perceived effects of physical abuse 
As Le Le had never been punished by his father so hard before that most serious 
experience, which caused his heart hurt to some extent, he could not imagine that 
father would treat him so abusively. 
• Perceived image of perpetrator(s) during and after 
Le Le hated his father during the abuse and for and several days after. His father 
never communicated with him - he just talked to Le Le as though nothing had 
happened. A few days passed, and Le Le felt that his father treated him kindly most of 
time if he did not make mistakes or made only small ones. Upon reflection, he 
decided that he had been abused so hard because he had made such a big mistake 
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which irritated his father. Since then, he had not hated his father anymore. 
• Perceived family climate 
Le Le perceived the relationship between his parents as fairly good. Sometimes 
they quarrelled with each other, but his father always compromised. Sometimes Le Le 
argued with his mother, and his father often took the side of his mother. Le Le said he 
could feel that his parents were concerned about him, but he perceived that the 
relationship between him and his parents was not close, and he did not have extra 
expectations for his parents. 
Meanwhile, Le Le also mentioned that his biggest interest was to surf the Net, 
where he could play games and chat with others in an easier and more relaxed way. 
He realized that he lied to others with a real name in the real world, but he told the 
truth under an alias in the virtual world. Such an attitude or belief affected the 
interaction and communication between him and his parents. In some circumstances, 
he lied to his parents when he did not want to tell them the truth. 
Help-seeking experience 
參 Disclosure of abuse 
Le Le never told others about the most serious abuse until the interview. He 
thought that it was not necessary to disclose past things, especially about his family. 
Though his grandparents lived nearby, he did not tell them because he did not want to 
make them worry. He did not tell his best friends, as he did not want to trouble them 
and they did not usually talk about such topics. He never disclosed the abuse to 
teachers, because he still did not want to trouble them and he believed that the abuse 
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should be kept in the family and others should not intervene. Even in the world of the 
Internet, where he felt freer to be himself, he did not share about the abuse. 
參 Seeking help from others 
Le Le never sought help from others before or after being abused. He recalled 
that when he planned to go back, he knew that he would certainly be beaten by his 
father. If he sought help from his grandparents, that abuse could be possibly prevented, 
but he did not seek help because he did not want to make the two old people worry 
about him. 
In the aftermath, although Le Le's heart hurt to some extent, he never considered 
seeking help. He perceived that he could handle it himself, and he did not like 




Xiao Jie came from an ordinary family, and his parents were in a university 
canteen. They were rather busy with their job and hardly had time to take care of Xiao 
Jie at home or at school. Besides, Xiao Jie was asked to help with the business on off 
days, and he was dissatisfied with such an arrangement as he could not enjoy his 
weekends and holidays like other children. 
During the whole interview, Xiao Jie never concealed his disappointment with 
his parents at all, partly due to the lack of communication and low sense of being 
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concerned and loved, and partly due to the his abuse at home. He had been abused by 
both of his parents one month previous for lying and playing truant. Both parents used 
hard objects (the handle of a mop and a clothes rack) to beat him for over half an hour. 
Xiao Jie felt rather angry when he looked in the mirror and saw bruises almost all 
over his body. The most serious experience of physical abuse happened around one 
year prior when Xiao Jie was in his final year of elementary school. He had not 
finished his homework for several days, so his teacher called his father，who was 
extremely angry and kicked Xiao Jie's stomach so fiercely that blood came out of his 
mouth. His father stopped when Xiao Jie was bleeding, and began to scold him 
verbally. Xiao Jie felt his stomach aching, and he worried that his father would 
continue to abuse him. Xiao Jie's mother was not present at the time of the abuse, but 
she found out from the father. She never comforted Xiao Jie, however, nor took him 
to the hospital. Xiao Jie was hurt - he perceived his parents as cruel and ruthless. Also 
he was angrier in the first two or three days after being abused. He hated them and did 
not want to have any eye contact with or say anything to them. Moreover, he was 
even reluctant to work for his parents. He considered leaving home, but he also 
worried that it was not safe outside, and he had no money and no idea of where to go. 
Perception of the experience 
• Perceived legitimacy of parental physical abuse 
Xiao Jie was rather angry at his father's excessive cruelty. In the aftermath, he 
perceived that his father was right to punish him because of his mistakes, but his 
father was wrong to beat him in such an abusive way. He thought that his fault was 
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serious enough to be treated like that. 
參 Perceived efficacy of physical abuse 
Xiao Jie said he would be beaten once he made mistakes. However, he did not 
think that it was a good way to discipline him. Each time in the aftermath of being 
abused, he still made mistakes - he lied to his parents and played truant, just like 
before. He also worried that parents would beat him again; therefore, he tried every 
effort to hide his mistakes from his parents. 
• Perceived image of perpetrator(s) during and after 
When the most serious abuse happened, Xiao Jen's father's image was extremely 
bad in his son's eyes. He perceived that his father was rather cruel and ruthless, and 
did not love Xiao Jie at all. Xiao Jie was so angry and sad that he began to feel totally 
disappointed with his parents. Though his father's image turned better in the 
aftermath, his disappointment with parents lingered. Besides, the experience created a 
gap between him and his parents. He did not blame his mother, as she did not abuse 
him that time, though he thought his mother always allied with his father. 
Since the most serious incident of abuse, he never expected that parents would 
care more about him, and he never trusted that parents would treat him well. He 
regarded parents as not unworthy of being trusted. 
• Perceived family climate 
Xiao Jie did not perceive his family as a warm place. Most of the time, he was 
neglected by his parents, and he hardly communicated with them, as they were always 
busy with their work and never actively cared about Xiao Jie's needs and 
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feelings. They were never concerned about Xiao Jie's school performance and never 
went to school to find out about him from the teachers. They had fairly low 
expectations of Xiao Jie, as long as he went to school regularly and attended class 
rather than playing truant. 
Xiao Jie said he had little commitment to or affection for his parents and his 
family. He did not love his parents very much, just as his parents did not love him 
deep. He could hardly recall any happy moment in his family; only faded and 
traumatic memories were left. He had been planning to leave home since the most 
serious experience of abuse. He was now waiting to become 18 years old, when he 
could be independent and live on his own. 
Help-seeking experience 
參 Disclosure of abuse 
Xiao Jie disclosed the abuse to one of his best friends because he thought his 
friend's comfort could relieve his sadness. He believed his friends could keep a secret 
and provide some help. 
He never considered disclosing the abuse to his teachers, as he perceived that 
they always allied with his parents. The more important reason was that his abused 
experiences often had something to do with teachers talking to his parents. He would 
not trust teachers any more. 
As far as other helping professionals were concerned, he did not like to talk to 
them because he did not trust strangers. 
• Seeking help from others 
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Xiao Jie never sought help from others in the aftermath of being abused. Even 
when he was abused so hard, he never considered seeking help from the police, as 
he did not think it was wrong that father punished him physically. Even at the time of 
interview, he did not think his father committed a crime unless he was abused to 
paralysis or death. 
Xiao Ming 
(小明） 
Xiao Ming perceived his family as extremely strict and disciplinary - even tiny 
mistakes were not tolerated by his parents, especially by his mother. Whenever he 
made mistakes, he would be spanked. His mother was always the perpetrator. Each 
time he was abused by her, there would be many bruises left on his body. Xiao 
Ming had been abused since kindergarten, i.e., as long as he could remember. He 
perceived his mother as pretty impenetrable - sometimes he really did not know why 
he was abused. Once he was bullied by a schoolmate at school, and when he went 
home, his bruises were seen by his mother. However, she abused him again physically 
rather than comforting him. Sometimes Xiao Ming had an indescribable sensation; for 
instance, once when his mother was playing mah jongg (麻將),he was standing there 
and happened to say something, and his mother spanked him as he interrupting her. 
He thought of his mother as excessively authoritarian. She never allowed Xiao Ming 
to play outside; even staying away from home for a while would draw her abuse. 
The day before the interview, he had been beaten by mother because he made his 
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younger sister cry. But the most serious abuse occurred about one year before. One 
day he heard his parents quarrelling in their room, and then he went out together with 
his neighbour. When he came back and heard from his neighbour that mother was 
going to beat him, he felt scared and went to his grandmother's home. On the second 
morning, when he arrived home, his mother began to whip him with the cord of a cell-
phone charger. She beat him from head to foot for more than two hours - it lasted so 
long that there were countless bruises all over his body. His father and grandmother 
tried to persuade his mother to stop abusing Xiao Ming, but they failed. It took half a 
month for Xiao Ming to recover from his wounds. 
Perception of the experience 
參 Perceived legitimacy of parental physical abuse 
Xiao Ming thought that it was illegitimate and unreasonable to be abused by 
mother, even though he admitted that she wanted to educate him sometimes. He 
thought that it was right for his mother to spank him only when he made unforgivable 
mistakes. The most serious abuse was not legitimate or acceptable to him either, as he 
had not played outside for at least one month, even on summer vacation. It was 
reasonable that he needed to relax himself. 
參 Perceived efficacy of physical abuse 
Xiao Ming perceived that such kind of behaviour, done in the name of discipline, 
did not help at all. Even though it risked being abused more fiercely the next time, he 
would still go out and have fun. Once when he was being abused, his mother asked 
him whether he dared to make the same mistakes next time. He thought she 
78 
just wanted to prolong the duration of the abuse. She herself could explain why she 
treated Xiao Ming like that, but she never gave any reasonable explanation. 
• Perceived image of perpetrator(s) during and after 
In Xiao Ming's eyes, his mother was dragonish - she could not judge between 
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right and wrong, and she persisted in abusing him unreasonably. She blamed 
everything on Xiao Ming. He also perceived that mother favoured his elder sister, 
seldom punishing her even when she made mistakes. Because the frequent abuse from 
his mother, he thought of himself as a scapegoat. 
Regarding the most serious abuse, Xiao Ming went to his grandmother's house, 
stayed in the room alone and felt rather sad the whole night. That day, he stayed in his 
grandmother's house and did not return home for over a month. During that period, he 
even never called parents or talked to them. 
• Perceived family climate 
Xiao Ming did not think of his family as a place full of love and happiness. He 
always felt unhappy and depressed, and seldom laughed at home. He hardly talked to 
parents as he was afraid he would say something wrong. According to his experience, 
once he said or did something wrong, he would be beaten by his mother. 
Xiao Ming thought his parents' relationship was not good as they always 
quarrelled with each other, though recently they quarrelled less frequently. He did not 
like his elder sister at all，as she always gloated over his misfortune of being abused. 
Help-seeking experience 
參 Disclosure of abuse 
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He did not like to disclose his abuse experience to his classmates or friends. 
Once he told his classmates, but they laughed at him and crowed over his misfortune. 
He would not tell them unless they asked him. Even when he talked to them, he 
perceived that it did not comfort him. He believed he could handle those things 
successfully by himself. 
He did not want to disclose the most serious abuse to teachers, as he perceived 
that some teachers were rather hateful. He was once jeered by one female teacher 
when she saw his bruises. Besides, he reckoned that some teachers caused him to be 
abused. Most teachers were not trustworthy in his eyes. 
• Seeking help from others 
Although Xiao Ming would like to have told those teachers he trusted, he never 
considered asking them to persuade his mother not to abuse him. He never knew any 
hotline for protecting children existed; he would like to try if he knew one. 
Xiao Lei 
(小磊） 
Xiao Lei was not as frequently abused as Xiao Ming. When Xiao Lei did 
something wrong but not too serious, his father only criticized him verbally. His 
mother hardly blamed or beaten him. He would be spanked by his father when he 
made serious mistakes that were unforgivable to his father. 
The most recent experience of being abused happened several months ago after 
Xiao Lei stayed overnight in an Internet cafe. When he came back home, he was 
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spanked by his father. The most serious abuse was one year before, when he was 
blamed by his teacher for fighting with one of his classmates. The teacher called Xiao 
Lei's father and told him about the whole thing. As soon as Xiao Lei returned home, 
his father began to strike the backs of his legs with a cane until violet scars appeared, 
and then he commanded Xiao Lei to kneel down to the floor for about two hours. 
Xiao Lei's mother was there at the time of abuse, and she tried to stop his father. But 
she failed - his father was extremely angry and ignored her request. 
Xiao Lei recalled his legs being almost numb in the aftermath; he was also 
greatly vexed by father's behaviour, as he perceived what father had done to him was 
immoderately severe. He even doubted whether he was the biological son of his father. 
When he went into his own room, he began to thump the pillow over and over again 
and throw things, taking out the indignation aroused by his father's abusive treatment. 
Consequently, he did not talk to his father for a whole week; although his father 
showed more active concern to Xiao Lei at home, he did not apologize or explain. 
Meanwhile, his mother helped him clean the wound with alcohol and taught him 
to be a docile pupil and never fight with others. Xiao Lei said the relationship between 
him and his mother was not affected by that experience. 
Perception of the experience 
參 Perceived legitimacy of parental physical abuse 
Xiao Lei could not accept his father's abusive behaviour, as he perceived that 
what father had done to him was excessively severe. He took some time to reconsider 
that experience, and he finally attributed more responsibility to his own fault rather 
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than to his father. Although he admitted that his father may have overreacted, it was 
his fault that his father became excessively angry. At the time of the interview, Xiao 
Lei's viewpoints of abuse had changed because he found that his father seldom 
spanked him and was more concerned about him since then. He began to believe that 
father had abused him out of good intentions, as he regarded "spanking is for one's 
good", but he had not accepted such kind of education. 
• Perceived efficacy of physical abuse 
Xiao Lei thought the abused experience made him correct his misbehaviour; he 
did not made the same mistakes any more. For the most serious abuse, he learnt to 
establish a good relationship with his classmates, as he had been abused for fighting 
with others. As far as the most recent abuse was concerned, he never stayed over in 
the Internet cafe again without his parents' agreement. 
Meanwhile, Xiao Lei began to disobey his father after the most serious abuse. He 
thought that he did not need to listen to his father, for example, when father asked him 
to buy things, Xiao Lei was not as willing as before to accept such requests, and 
contrarily, he began to refuse his father's requests or commands. Sometimes, when 
father came and talked to him, he took his words carelessly. 
He perceived that his behaviour had changed, resulting from adolescent 
transition. As the experience of abuse made him angry and rebellious, it also caused 
him to enter adolescence earlier than his peers. 
• Perceived image of perpetrator(s) during and after 
When Xiao Lei was severely abused, he hated his father, and he even doubted 
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whether he was the biological son of his father. He always thought of his father as a 
good father before he was abused, but that viewpoint had changed, especially when he 
experienced the most serious abuse. More than two years passed, and he viewed his 
father as a good father again, as he had not been severely abused any more. 
Besides, he felt that father treated him better than ever. 
• Perceived family climate 
Xiao Lei perceived his family as a warm place, with parents respecting and 
loving each other — they never fought and seldom quarrelled with each other. Besides, 
his parents, especially his mother, loved and cared about him in every way. 
Sometimes his parents spent time playing with him outside the house, and he felt 
rather happy when parents had fun with him. 
Help-seeking experience 
• Disclosure of abuse 
Usually Xiao Lei would not tell anyone about the abuse, as he perceived that it 
should stay in the family and should not be told to others. Besides, he regarded that it 
made no sense to tell his classmates because it could not attract their attention and 
interest. Most of the time, when he was with his classmates, they did not talk about 
family affairs as they did not care about such topics. He did not like to disclose the 
abuse to teachers; in his eyes, some teachers were simply fond of gossip, and he had 
been abused by father several times resulting from teachers' not keeping his secrets. 
Additionally, he did not think that teachers would treat him well. 
Xiao Lei's most serious experience of abuse was discovered by one of his friends, 
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who happened to see his bruises and asked about it. His friends thought Xiao Lei's 
father was abusive, and their comfort relieved Xiao Lei's sadness. 
His grandparents found out about the most recent abuse and also asked Xiao Lei 
about it. His grandfather said it was right for Xiao Lei's father to physically abuse him, 
because Xiao Lei should not stay overnight outside the house without his parents' 
permission. Besides it was not fine for Xiao Lei to play computer games when he was 
not on holiday. Xiao Lei's grandmother did not blame him because she doted on him. 
• Seeking help from others 
Xiao Lei would not seek help from others even if he was physically abused 
seriously or more seriously than ever before. He did not want to seek help from 
teachers or tell them what happened to him. He would not call the hotline for help, 
although he knew of this service for primary- and middle-school students. He sought 
help from his good friends, who could help comfort him. 
Often, he did not to seek help as he perceived that he himself could handle 
everything well. 
Liang Liang 
( 亮 亮 ） 
Liang Liang came from a nuclear family. His father owned a small business, and 
his mother had been a cleaner at a college but was now a full-time college student. 
Liang Liang perceived his family as a strictly disciplinary; he would be 
physically abused when he made mistakes. He was frequently beaten as he always did 
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something wrong, and sometimes he was locked up in a room for his wrong 
behaviours. His mother was always the perpetrator - father hardly spanked him. 
The most recent experience of physical abuse by his mother happened half a year 
before. After she attended the annual parents' conference, and heard that Liang Liang 
not concentrating on his studies and always having fun after school. When Liang 
Liang's mother went home, she beat him hard. 
The most severe abuse in Liang Liang's memory happened several months ago, 
when he fought with a classmate and that student's legs bleed. Again, his mother 
heard about it from Liang Liang's teacher. That time, both parents were extremely 
angry - his father trussed his hands and hung him up, and then his mother began to 
beat his body seriously with a steel dryer for more than ten minutes. His father did not 
intervene - he just stood on the side and watched. Liang Liang said he ached from 
head to foot. So many bruises were left that it took about three weeks to heal. 
Perception of the experience 
• Perceived legitimacy of parental physical abuse 
When he was abused, Liang Liang was rather angry with both parents. He hated 
them for their cruelty. Immediately afterward, he felt angry and threw things onto the 
floor. After hearing his grandfather's explanation that his parents had simply done 
something good for him, he began to feel better and forgive his them. 
Moreover, as that experience passed by and Liang Liang grew older, he changed 
his attitude and began to sense that his parents' action were well-intentioned. He 
regretted for beating his classmate, but he still did not accept disciplining a child in 
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such an abusive way. 
• Perceived efficacy of physical abuse 
He thought physical abuse would help in correcting his misbehaviour. If his 
mother ignored his wrongdoings all the time, he would be put into jail when he grew 
older since he would possibly commit a crime. 
• Perceived image of perpetrator(s) during and after 
Before the most severe abuse, both parents were good in Liang Liang's eyes, and 
he could feel their deep love for him. However, when abuse happened, the images of 
both parents changed for some days. He hated his parents, for his father always allied 
with mother, never trying to stop the abuse, and his mother's abuse was hard to accept. 
In the aftermath, Liang Liang's parents did not give him any explanation or 
comfort, and Liang Liang did not start conversations with his parents. Despite being 
rather angry, he tried to respond when his parents talked to him, because he was 
worried that he would be abused more severely if he ignored them. He did not think 
his parents loved him at all at that time. 
Liang Liang first forgave his father, as he was not the perpetrator but the allied 
bystander. Then, his mother was finally pardoned, and they were perceived as good 
parents again. 
• Perceived family climate 
Liang Liang perceived the relationship between his parents as very good - they 
never fought with each other and seldom quarrelled. Liang Liang could feel he was 
loved in his family most of them time. Since the most serious abuse, he had never 
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suffered from such severe abuse again. 
Help-seeking experience 
• Disclosure of abuse 
Liang Liang never disclosed his experience to others. He was afraid of being 
laughed at, as he regarded such kind of experience as humiliating. His bruises were 
seen by many classmates and he was asked whether he had been beaten by his 
parents; he lied to them and denied it. 
He did not like to tell his teachers, as he perceived it was family business 
and should not be told to others. Again, he was worried he would be laughed at. 
Liang Liang talked to the interviewer because he wanted to cooperate with the 
research project, but he admitted that he was initially shy about discussing the abuse. 
• Seeking help from others 
He did not seek help from teachers, as they could not help him to persuade his 
mother to stop, and his unhappiness would not be relieved. 
He did not want to call the hotline for help; the telephone was in his parents' 
room. Besides, Liang Liang felt shy to tell others about the abuse. Furthermore, he 
thought he could handle things by himself 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: FIVE THEMES OF PERCEPTIONS 
These nine stories have demonstrated children's perceptions and their help-
seeking experiences in the aftermath of physical abuse. This chapter will summarize 
the common patterns of these perceptions. 
Common themes of perceptions of parental physical abuse 
Reading and analyzing across cases produced four themes of children's 
perceptions: (1) "It is well-intentioned but too abusive to be accepted"; (2) "It is not 
useftil to help change my behaviour"; (3) "My parents are still good people who love 
and care for me，，，(4) "My parents' love is warm but not warm-hearted enough". 
‘‘It is well-intentioned but too abusive to be accepted’’ 
Overall, all nine abused children attributed their most serious abuse to child-
related affairs, namely their own faults or mistakes, which included playing truant, 
fighting with classmates, getting poor academic marks, being addicted to the Internet, 
and stealing money from home. 
One case was triggered by adult-related affairs, but the child believed that he and 
the suspected perpetrator both should share the responsibility for that physical abuse. 
Xiao Wen ( / � �文 ) , a 15-year-old child, wanted to see if his father was involved in 
extramarital affairs, and he tracked his father but was discovered. He made sense of 
the reason for being seriously abused this way: 
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''My father was absolutely authoritarian at home; therefore，he was provoked by 
my back talk when a number of his friends were present At that time，he was a 
little bit drunk and it was possible that he lost face when I defied him in front of 
his friends Father was wrong in that he should not go out without informing 
other family members, and I was also wrong as I should not interfere with adults， 
businesses and challenge my father ’s authority. ” (Xiao Wen, Case 2) 
Another boy guessed that the most serious abuse was caused by adult-related 
affairs rather than by his mistakes. Judging by past experience, Xiao Ming (小明） 
believed that his mother wanted to vent her anger. As he said: 
(<My mother always spanked me as long as I made a mistake, and each time I was 
spanked there would be bruises left on my body, no matter how serious the 
mistakes I made.. .Almost every time her beating was not reasonable. ” (Xiao Ming, 
Case 7) 
Xiao Ming insisted that he did not do anything wrong - it was his mother's 
overreaction: 
"Mother was extremely angry from quarrelling with my father that afternoon 
before abusing me. It was just an excuse for her to beat me that I went out for fun 
for a while. I did not think it was a mistake, as I was on holiday then, and I had 
stayed at home for several days, I went out to relax. I could not figure out the 
reasons why she abused me so badly, except her overreaction. " (Xiao Ming, Case 
7) 
According to all nine children, two significant criteria for the legitimacy of 
parental physical abuse were commonly identified: intention and effect. As illustrated 
by Table 7.1, eight of the nine children accepted the abuse partly or even totally. 
Those children attributed the abuse to their own faults or mistakes. Most of them said 
their parent(s) spanked them so hard because they had made serious mistakes, like 
playing hooky and fighting with classmates, and such kind of mistakes were 
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intolerable. They regarded that physical abuse was well-intentioned because what 
parents had done was to correct their children's behaviour. 
Table 7.1: Children's perceived legitimacy of physical abuse 
I^^Dimension I H rmful 
^ ^ ^ ^ Intention 
Informant ^ ^ ^ J 
國 
(Note: "+" means negative attitude, and "-"is the opposite meaning.) 
One informant, Qin Qin (勤勤),recalled the most serious abuse: 
“It was reasonable that my father beat me so hard, as I played truant for a whole 
day without teachers and parents' permission, and I cracked father back. Besides, 
I even lied to him when he asked me my reason for absence. Therefore, when 
father spanked me severely and even made me bleed, I realized that it was my 
fault which irritated father, and I did not hate him at all ” (Qin Qin, Case 4) 
Three children regarded physical abuse as well-intentioned and an expression of 
love and concern, as parents would completely leave their mistakes alone if they did 
not care about them. One child was abused by father so hard that blood came out of 
his mouth, but he never hated his father and almost totally accepted the abuse. 
“/ do not really care about how seriously my father physically abused me, after 
all he would not beat me to death in any case, and the abuse revealed that my 
father was still concerned about me. Sometimes, I played truant and did not 
return home for several days; he seldom looked for me actively, and I just felt 
angry about his lack of concern for me. “ (Qin Qin, Case 4) 
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It was found that most perpetrators did not explain the reasons nor apologize for 
their abusive behaviours to their children. Among all the suspected perpetrators, only 
three explained or apologized to their children, and some of them resorted to action to 
express their regret for physical abuse. Words or action in the aftermath of abuse 
could be regarded as remedial expressions by the perpetrators, which helped to 
console children's negative feelings, remedy the parent-child relationship, and 
facilitate children acceptance of the physical abuse as a well-intentioned effort of 
parents. A'Jian (阿健)and Qin Qin (勤勤)both accepted parental physical abuse and 
never blamed their parents after they explained or apologized. 
One interviewee learned from his grandfather that parents' abusive behaviour 
was well-intentioned. If parents ignored their mistakes and did not take any action to 
correct their misbehaviour, there would be lots of negative consequences, such as 
committing a crime and being put into jail when he grew up. 
“After I was spanked hard by my parents, my grandfather told me that what my 
parents had done was good for me. But I think if I were an adult rather than a 
child, it could possibly have been a crime. ” (Liang Liang, Case 9) 
Although the intention of parental physical abuse was perceived as good, it is 
worth noticing that seven children said their parents did not use the physical violence 
in an appropriate way, as the mistakes they made were not so serious as to deserve 
such treatment. In other words, the physical abuse outweighed the degree of the 
mistakes. Each of them was injured to some extent and had never been treated so 
harshly before. To those children, abuse was often seen as physical punishment (like 
beating, kicking, spanking, hitting, etc.), adopted by parents in response to mistakes. 
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Usually they thought that it was reasonable and legitimate for parents to punish them 
physically (in an appropriate way) when they did something wrong. These children 
did not mention the exact criteria for reasonable physical punishment - it could be 
speculated that the abusive punishment, which caused injuries like bruises, scars, 
swelling, and even bleeding, was not easy to accept. 
Another two children (Jia Jia & Xiao Lei) did not accept the use of physical 
abuse - it was not a good way to teach them in their eyes. They preferred parents to 
educate and communicate with them by using reasoning and discussion, rather than 
oppressive physical or emotional abuse. One boy, Jia Jia (佳佳)，who experienced 
emotional abuse more frequently than physical abuse, thought that his parents lacked 
adequate parenting skills and had little knowledge of how to discipline a child: 
“I had told my mother that I could not accept her harsh parenting, and she asked 
me whether I could give her any suggestion on discipline. But I am only a child; I 
cannot teach my parents how to educate me. Sometimes I tried to find some 
methods of discipline for parents, and they often promised to carry them out. 
However, they never changed their behaviour and strictly punished me as 
before. ” (Jia Jia, Case 1) 
“Tt is not useful to help change mv behaviour” 
To many Chinese, it is widely accepted that “the rod makes an obedient son", 
equivalent to the Western saying, "spare the rod and spoil the child". This study found 
that most children admit that parental physical abuse is well-intentioned because 
parents want to put them right — they could feel love from their parents even when 
they were seriously abused. However, according to Table 7.2, seven children out of 
nine did not think that physical abuse really helped them fix their mistakes or improve 
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their academic achievement. 
Table 7.2: Children's perceived efficacy of physical abuse 
~Attitudel 
^ ^ ^ ^ Perceived Efficacy 
I Informant 
n 
Conversely, those children regarded that their parents' abusive behaviour caused 
some negative consequences, such as lying to parents so as to avoid physical abuse, 
became rebellious, hating studies, behaving violently, and suffering mentally or 
emotionally. 
“I did not accept the use of violence to educate children. Each time I was 
spanked by parents, I still played truant. But I worried that they would punish me 
more fiercely, so I made every effort to lie to them or keep my absence hidden 
from them. ” (Xiao Jie, Case 6) 
‘‘Sometimes my mother's discipline was excessively extreme, and her words or 
actions were insulting and horrific. However, the more frequently she beats me, 
the more I dislike study. ” (Jia Jia, Case 1) 
"My violent behaviour was affected by my father to some extent, as my father was 
a punk (Xiao Hun Hun) 10when he was young... Violence could not always solve 
all the problems; however, at least it could work something out. ” (Xiao Wen, 
Case 2) 
“I had never been punished so badly before — every kick and every hit was rather 
forcible，which hurt my heart to some extent as I could not believe that my 
10 In the Chinese context, Xiao Hun Hun refers to such kind of person, who was usually non-engaged and faineant, 
especially a member of an illegal and violent gang. 
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beloved father treated me so cruelly. ” (Le Le, Case 5) 
One boy, A'Jian (阿健），mentioned that he would try to change if he were 
inculcated by his parents patiently and peacefully. He expressed the similar opinion 
indirectly: 
“I think my father could educate me verbally rather than beating me when I make 
mistakes. If he changed his way of discipline，I would not play hooky and go to 
the Internet cafe as little as possible. ” (A ’Jian，Case 3) 
Another child, Xiao Lei (小嘉)，demonstrated ambivalent attitudes. On the one 
hand, he saw parental physical abuse positively, as some mistakes were removed after 
he received his father's punishment. He realized that he had learnt to establish good 
relationships with his classmates rather than fight with them，and he never stayed over 
in the Internet cafe without his parents' permission any longer. On the other hand, he 
sensed that his father's harsh beating made him enter adolescence earlier than his 
peers, more rebellious than ever before. 
“ If I had not experienced the most serious beating, I would certainly have entered 
adolescence, but a little later. Since that time I was so hard treated, I realized 
that I did not need to listen to my father each time. For example, when he asked 
me to buy something, I did not agree and asked him to buy it on his own; 
sometimes he tried to chat with me, but I did not listen to him politely. ” (Xiao Lei, 
Case 7) 
Liang Liang (亮亮)，the youngest and also the only child who believed that 
parental physical abuse would help him behave. His grandfather's persuasion played 
an important role for him in addressing his negative emotions and facilitating his 
acceptance of abuse. As his grandfather said, if his parents did not educate him and 
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correct his misbehaviours on time, he would made more serious mistakes in the future 
which might carry the risk of irrevocably negative consequences. Then, any 
redemptive action would be probably late and useless. In the first instance, he could 
not accept his parents' abusive behavior, but he trusted his grandfather and believed 
what he said was true. 
<(My grandfather had told me many things, which I could not understand very 
well as I was too young. When I gradually grew up, I could understand most of 
what he had taught to me and some of them still sounded reasonable. "(Liang 
Liang, Case 9) 
"My parents are still good people who love and care for me” 
Despite being seriously abused, children's relationship with their parents was not 
affected. Nevertheless, it is a fact that the kind and loving images of the perpetrating 
parents vibrated in many children at the very beginning of abuse occurred. Eight 
children mentioned that the images of the perpetrators changed sharply - they used 
such words to depict their “bad parents", like crazy, cruel, ruthless, and dragonish. 
One child, Xiao Lei (/J�幕）even doubted whether he was the biological son of his 
father: 
“/ had not answered my father for a few days. During that period, I went into my 
room and did not pay any attention to him as long as I saw him. I hated him, as 
he spanked me so severely that I had to doubt that whether I was given birth by 
him. ” (Xiao Lei, Case 8) 
Although eight children described being fiercely and cruelly treated in the most 
serious incident of physical abuse, only one child, Jia Jia (佳佳)，worried about his 
own safety. He wondered whether his mother would kill him and/or herself: 
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“My mother，s heart has some problems, which made her an inflammable mother. 
She gets angry extremely easily. Once she was irritated, she often said something 
rather terrible, such as killing herself together with me. I reckoned that she would 
do this, and I felt rather horrid, which made me to leave home. ” (Jia Jia, Case 1) 
Such worry was not found among other seven children. It is reasonable to 
speculate that the seven children never worried that their safety was in danger even 
though the abuses escalated, as one child, Le Le (樂樂),clearly expressed: 
“I did not feel scared at all when I was beaten harshly by my father. I was 
thinking that whatever happened he would not kill me. I was not worried about it 
and just let him beat me as much as he liked" (Le Le, Case 5) 
The negative perceptions of those eight children were triggered by the most 
serious incident of physical abuse. The exceptional one, Qin Qin (勤勤)，blamed his 
father for his poor skill in discipline. He did not regard his perpetrating father as 
atrocious and cool. He just felt disappointed, as his father only treated him harshly 
once he made mistakes, but never communicated with him and told him why he was 
wrong: 
"Every time I was spanked by my father, he just pretended as though nothing ever 
happened. He called me to have dinner and go to school as usual. He never 
talked to me constructively or let me know on what aspects I did wrong and how 
to correct them next time. So I even when I was beaten to bleeding, I found myself 
nearly numb about it. “ (Qin Qin, Case 4) 
Seven children almost forgave their perpetrated parents and regarded them as 
good parents again. Their negative emotions, like anger, distress, disappointment or 
hatred, lingered for several days. During that period, three main ways helped comfort 
and/or mediate children's negative feelings: (1) parents' explanations or apologies for 
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their abusive behaviours, which could be regarded as a direct coping strategy of 
parents; (2) parents treated children better and more cared for them than before, 
aiming to show their love and concern for their children indirectly; (3) children's 
positive thinking about parental physical abuse through self-reflection or others' 
persuasion, i.e., children's own coping capability. By means of these three remedial 
methods, the lingering negative emotions of the seven children faded away and the 
parents were re-appraised as “good parents". 
Xiao Jie (小傑）and Xiao Ming (小明）were the exceptional cases who did not 
regard their parents as good when the most serious abuse was past. The experience 
made Xiao Jie further realize that his parents had treated him extremely badly. 
Although the brutal images of his parents were mended a little after several days, and 
he had not forgiven them even at the time of interview. He said: 
“Since that incident, I recognized that my parents did not love me at all; 
otherwise, they would not spank me so severely. I began to feel disappointed at 
them and did not trust that they would treat me well any more. ” (Xiao Jie, Case 6) 
Unlike other children, Xiao Ming had perceived his mother bad and brutal even 
before the most serious abuse. He was frequently beaten hard by his mother even if 
his mistakes were trivial, and almost each time there were scars left on his body. 
Therefore, though the injuries from the most serious abuse were more harmful than 
ever before, Xiao Ming seemed to be more accustomed and adjusted to it than other 
children. The worst abuse just strengthened his negative evaluation of his mother, 
which was still bad at the time of interview: 
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"Mother was rather dragonish in my eyes. She could not judge between right and 
wrong, and she always attributed all the responsibility to me unreasonably." 
(Xiao Ming, Case 7) 
“Mv parents' love is warm but not warm-hearted enough" 
Although physical abuse shook the kind and loving images of parents when it 
happened, seven children (all but Xiao Jie and Xiao Ming) felt that their parents still 
loved them. As seen in Table 7.3，children distinguished parents' love in two 
important dimensions: physically warm but psychologically impassive. All seven 
children regarded that parents had provided ample food and clothing for them; 
however, five perceived that such love mainly rested on the physical level and did not 
give adequate psychological warmth. In other words, parents paid careful attention to 
physical needs, but children's psychological needs, such as a sense of respect and 
acceptance, were largely ignored. 
Table 7.3: Children's perceptions of parents' love 
l^^^imension I 
^ ^ ^ ^ Physical Psychological 
I n f o r m a n t ^ 
H 
Note: "*" is a default. 
The common reason mentioned by those children was lack of communication 
and conversation with their parents in an equal and open-minded stance. Parents 
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adopted beating or scolding once they made mistakes, rather than using reasoning or 
discussion, which was perceived by those children as a more constructive way to help 
them work out the problems they were confronting. As Qin Qin (勤勤）mentioned: 
(<My father never educated me patiently when I made mistakes. He never tried to 
chat with me peacefully about my defects. In most cases, he just lost his temper 
and spanked or blamed me. Although my parents took good care of me in all 
aspects of life, actually they do not understand what I really want and what I 
really need. ” (Qin Qin, Case 4) 
One of those children, Jia Jia (佳佳)，further disclosed his reasons for lack of 
communication with parents. Since the last year of junior-middle school, his parents 
had extremely high expectations of him and they made their best endeavours to push 
him to study harder. Although Jia Jia believed that such efforts revealed that his 
parents loved him, this caused him a sense of distress and repression at home. He had 
been unhappy since he entered senior high school: 
“/ could not share any happy moment with my parents for a long time. My study 
had become the only topic with my parents. As they expected, I should spend all 
the time studying. Under such stress, I felt like a machine of learning. I could not 
relax at home. ” (Jia Jia, Case 1) 
Xiao Lei (/_]�幕）was the only child who held positive attitudes toward his parents 
on both the physical and psychological level. Except for the most serious abuse, he 
was seldom spanked even when he did something wrong: 
“My family is a warm place. My parents never fought and seldom quarrelled. 
They respected and loved each other, and they often played and had fun with me 
whenever they had time. Once I made mistakes, they often told me why I was 




The nine life stories provide us with a rich and comprehensive understanding of 
how each child perceived of the parental physical abuse. This chapter has tried to 
compare the nine cases and find the common themes. This roughly answered the first 
research question: how do children perceive and interpret the physical abuse 
perpetrated by their parents? 
Four significant themes were found: (1) "It is well-intentioned but too abusive to 
be accepted"; (2) "It is not useful to help change my behaviour"; (3) "My parents are 
still good people who love and care for me", (4) "My parents' love is warm but not 
warm-hearted enough". Due to the influence of traditional social ideology (xiao and 
guan) in China, children tend to blindly accept that physical abuse holds meaning and 
educational intention - they consider it as a means to make them reflect on their 
wrongfulness. However, the findings imply that the children did not accept the abuse 
in a simple linear way; on the contrary, they showed a relatively objective and holistic 
stance as they accepted its intention, but denied it as a useful method of education. 
The research findings partly verify the traditional Chinese cultural viewpoint -
"bearing is caring and scolding is loving". Parental physical abuse is seen as generally 
well-intentioned per se, with parents having a right to guan. Therefore, almost all the 
interviewees accepted the legitimacy of parental physical abuse. However, the 
proverb - "the rod makes an obedient son" - was not accepted by these children. On 
the contrary, most children stated strongly that such discipline in the name of 
education did not work. Besides, some children further expected that parents should 
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discuss with them the reason for their mistakes and give advice about future 
behaviour in a respectful, non-violent and solution-focused way. These findings 
suggest that the traditional way of harsh parenting is not accepted by Chinese children 
nowadays; instead, they have higher expectations of their parents in rearing and 
educating them positively. 
1 0 1 
CHAPTER EIGHT: IMPEDIENTS TO HELP-SEEKING 
After identification of the problem, children moved forward to coping responses 
after being physically abused, which may have influenced their readiness to seek help. 
As revealed in Table 5.6 in Chapter Five, all nine children interviewed in this study 
reported being distressed by lingering anger and other negative emotions after being 
badly abused by their parents. Some children cried for several hours to feel better; 
some hated the perpetrators and did want to say anything to their parents for several 
days; some felt extremely angry and threw things; and some even wanted to leave 
home and never go back. All of those behavioural or emotional characteristics were 
the manifestations of children's suffering. 
Despite the length of time varying from several days to several months, all nine 
children took some time to relieve the negative emotions aroused by severe abuse. 
Paradoxically, a relatively small proportion of children disclosed their experiences or 
sought help from others prior to the interview, and only one child did this actively. As 
Table 8.1 shows, six children never told their abused experiences to others, two of 
them disclosed to their friends or classmates by chance rather than deliberately, and 
one boy told his friend proactively. Of the three children who had disclosed the abuse, 
all of them chose to tell their friends. Peers were the only help-provider for those 
children who had sought help. Other sources, informal or formal, were hardly used. 
Table 8.1 Rates of disclosure prior to the interview 
Total 
N of children disclosing at the 6 
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interview with no prior disclosure 
TV of children disclosing at the 
interview with prior accidental 2 
disclosure 
N of children disclosing at the 
interview with prior purposeful 1 
disclosure 
N=9 
The larger proportion (six boys) of all informants chose not to seek any help 
from others. It is necessary to examine the reasons why those six children did not seek 
help. This chapter, therefore, aims to present the main themes and sub-themes found 
among the six children's responses. 
Reasons for not seeking help 
As illustrated in Table 8.2, six children gave their reasons for not seeking help. 
In their responses, the sub-themes which cover the three stages of the help-seeking 
process were found. Table 8.3 presents the main five themes for not seeking help: (1) 
Needlessness, (2) Stigma, (3) Control (4) Avoidance, (5) Anticipated Futility. 
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Table 8.2: Why children did not seek help 
^ ^ Reasons! 
^ ^ Reasons for not seeking help Categories 
Informant 
| # It belongs to family affairs; |眷 Family stigma; 
C 1 Family issues could not attract others' attention; Unwelcome topic; 
I鲁 Others could not help; 丨參 Others could not help; 
I參 Believed he could handle it himself. |眷 Self-reliance & self-sufficient. 
I參 Worried about being laughed at by others 
(• Disclosure to others could not help; {• Lose face; 
C2 Teachers could not help according to the past Others could not help 
help-seeking experiences; Non-helpful response; 
i參 Reluctant to charge fether with physical child {• Protect the offender, 
abuse. 
Perceived himself as deserving of punishment 1 
since he made mistakes; ^elt-blame; 
C3 Worried about being laughed at by others; | : = = ; . 
Tried to escape from that traumatic experience; L � T ^ ' , 
Teachers would not help. | # Non-useful help 
Let it pass; Avoidance. 
!• Not serious enough to trouble others 1 ^ , ， ，，， ；^  c u • , « j , , i嚳 Reluctant to trouble others; Such a topic never talked about among peers; ， 
!• Perceived he could handle it well himself; !_ _ „ .. „ ’ . 
• Does not like talking with strangers about I : Self-reliance & self suffiaency. ! nn • i眷 Individual privacy; personal arrairs. i ^ 
!• Worried about being laughed at by peers; Lose fa 
；• Others could not help him; ， 
i參 Believe he could handle it well himself; i � i r > .. � ^ nr- • 
CI • Teachers were perceived as hateful and I : Self-reliance & self suffiaency. 
, ,, n. . !• Non-useml response; gossiping, and unworthy of trust; i 鲁 lc flc 1 rl fh 1 . 
i 參 Lack of knowledge about services which may ® P S , , u . sources I help him. 
I參 Afraid of being laughed and losing face; |春 L se f 
Protect family privacy; j ' 
— !• Teachers could not help stop parents' abusive L � T , , m C9 i 參 Non-helpflil response; behaviours; �� � ^ , , 






































































































































































































































































































































































































































Needlessness The theme needlessness appeared among all the six children who 
never sought help after abused severely by their parents. It is the most common reason 
given by children for their reluctance to disclose the abuse to others. 
Children showed the belief that parental physical abuse was well-intentioned, 
and that their parents had the right to teach them by all means. Although its harmful 
effects were too abusive to be accepted, they felt some responsibility for their 
mistakes which caused the parents' hostility and temper. Table 8.3 shows that five of 
them admitted their parents were well-intentioned. They shared some or even full 
responsibility for the abusive behaviour. Such reasoning explained why they did not 
seek help from others at the stage of problem recognition. Unlike the other four 
children, A'Jian (阿健）was the only child who felt full responsibility for his parents' 
abuse. He blamed himself for his faults, which made his father angry, and he believed 
that he deserved to be beaten. 
Although the harmful effects of parental physical abuse were not accepted by 
most children, its intentions were recognized as good. Table 8.4 is a synthesis of 
children's perceptions of legitimacy and parents' love. Children held that parents were 
still good people who loved and cared for them. However, the lack of communication 
between children and parents and the reliance on beating or scolding made five 
children feel their families were sometimes ‘cold and impassive', or even 'impressive'. 
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Table 8.4: Perceptions of physical abuse by children who did not seek help 
^^Dimension Perceived legitimacy Perceived love 
Intention Physical Psychological 
CI + - + -
C2 + - + -
C3 + + + 
C5 + - + 
C7 + 
C9 + - + ^ 
The decision to seek help 
Leaf and his colleagues (1985) observe that the decision to seek help is closely 
linked to problem recognition. The decision to seek help will not kick off without the 
identification of a problem. At this stage, two important themes emerged: stigma and 
avoidance. 
Stigma Different from Western findings, Chinese children were concerned about 
not only their own faces, but also their families' reputations, before their decision to 
seek help. Besides, they also perceived that such things that happened within the 
family domain should be private and confidential from outsiders. 
This reason relates to an old Chinese proverb, that family "skeletons" should not 
be known to others. Three children believed that parental physical abuse was family 
business that should not be exposed. Five children felt that they would feel shame and 
embarrassment if they disclosed to others that they were beaten at home, as it strongly 
signalled that they had done something wrong, and their mistakes was so serious that 
their parents were irritated. Some of them thought that parental physical abuse was a 
bad thing that should be hidden from others, and some regarded that the problems 
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were too personal to be shared with others. This finding is consistent with Western 
studies to some extent, which in observing help-seeking for mental-health problems 
among different cultures, found that outside help is regarded as a source of shame or 
"loss of face" in Chinese cultures (Ho, 1987). 
Control The only child who could not accept his mother's physical abusive 
behaviours, Xiao Ming (小明)，perceived such behaviours as totally wrong and 
unreasonable. However, he still perceived there was no need to tell. One of the most 
important reasons was that he had the confidence that he himself could handle his 
distress and negative emotions well. Four children shared this reason for not initiating 
their help-seeking. These responses reveal that self-reliance and self-sufficiency was 
distinct obstacle for children's help-seeking. 
Avoidance This theme was found in two children's responses. The best way 
mentioned by those children to cope with lingering negative emotions was to avoid 
thinking about them, and just let them pass. As Cheng and his colleagues' (1993) 
found, Asian Americans' belief is that it is best not to dwell on upsetting events; 
similarly, these children believed that they could handle the situation well by simply 
waiting out their feelings. 
The majority of these reasons show that although children's injuries were serious, 
the action of parental physical abuse was not a problem for them. Talking to others 
was not needed, as some children "did something else" or handled the situation 
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themselves. Besides, one child thought it was unnecessary to trouble others for this 
"trivial" thing. 
The selection of a help-provider 
Anticipated futility The belief that others could not help and that external help 
would not be useful constituted 67% (4 boys) and 50% (3 boys) of the reasons for not 
selecting a help-provider, respectively. For those children, their belief that the help 
would no longer be useful implied that some children had talked to someone before. 
However, as it had not changed the perpetrators' behaviours or comforted their 
negative emotions, they had given up talking to these people. 
The idea that abuse was an unwelcome topic was also a reason for not disclosing 
the abuse. It was possible that these children might have wanted to talk to someone 
but did not have someone with whom it was comfortable to discuss parental physical 
abuse. Some children mentioned that they seldom talked about family affairs when 
they were with their classmates or friends because such topic did not attract peers' 
attention and interest. 
Few children cited a lack of knowledge of help resources as a reason for non-
disclosure. These included children who did not know of any agency, did not know 
which kind of services could help them, did not know who to contact, did not know 
where to go, or did not know how to contact an agency or counsellor. 
Protecting the offender was another reason, but given by only one child Xiao 
Wen (/J�文）was the only participant who ever considered calling the police to stop 
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his father's abusive behaviour，as he was rather angry with his father and perceived 
the police as the only helpful source for his father's physical abuse. However, he 
perceived that the help from police would influence or even destroy the father-child 
relationship. Moreover, he thought that he could not benefit from charging his father 
or putting him into jail. 
Summary 
Children's perceptions in the last chapter provided valuable information to 
understand their attitudes and viewpoints on parental physical abuse. Perception is an 
important factor to be taken into consideration - it affects children's problem 
identifications of physical abuse, and help-seeking cannot begin until a problem is 
recognized (Cauce et al., 2002). This study found that most children (six out of nine 
boys) never disclosed their abused experiences. This chapter has examined the second 
research question: what are the barriers that impede children's help-seeking in the 
Chinese socio-cultural context? 
Children offered many reasons for not seeking help from others. Five important 
themes were identified across three stages of help-seeking process. The themes 
needlessness and stigma were the most frequently mentioned by children. The more 
specific reasons were parents' love not being warm-hearted, lack of awareness of 
being abused, fear of losing face by disclosure, and the strong belief in self-reliance 
and self-sufficiency. 
The five themes (needlessness, stigma, control, avoidance, and anticipated 
n o 
futility) were somewhat compatible with Western findings (Rothi & Leavey，2006); 
however, this study also identified factors salient in the Chinese cultural context - a 
perception of ‘loving punishment' and a fear of losing both family and individual face. 
In this study, children interpreted parental physical abuse as disciplinary and well-
intentioned. Despite their injuries, they rationalized that parents who are disciplining 
them intend not to harm them, but to teach them. Parental physical abuse was hardly 
defined as a problem that required help-seeking. Besides, the belief that physical 
abuse within the family belongs to the family also impedes children's help-seeking. 
i l l 
CHAPTER NINE: DISCUSSION 
This study has offered an empirical investigation into the aftermath of parental 
physical abuse in the socio-cultural context of China, both children's perceptions and 
barriers to their help-seeking. This final chapter provides brief reviews and 
discussions of major findings in previous chapters, and outlines the potential 
implications for policy, research and practice. 
Parental physical abuse as 'loving punishment9 
In this study, children's perceptions of physical abuse within families present 
somewhat of a paradox: it is ineffective and harmful, possibly affecting parents' 
images and warmth, but it is well-intentioned. Such a paradoxical perception differs 
noticeably from adults' perceptions of physical abuse as positive for their children. It 
is also inconsistent with some Western researchers' argument about parenting in Asian 
societies: that parents' rights to exert control over their children are unchallenged and 
fully accepted by children (Rohner & Pettengill，1985). Children in this study did take 
some time to accept that what their parents had done was well-intentioned - parents 
just wanted to follow the idea of guan. Three ways of coping strategies adopted by the 
perpetrators or the child justified parental physical violence: (1) parents' explanations 
or apologies for their abusive behaviours; (2) parents treating children better and 
caring more for them than before; and (3) children's positive opinions about parental 
physical abuse through self-reflection or others' comments on their mistakes. Further 
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study could examine how these strategies influence children's justification of parental 
physical abuse. 
According to Willow and Hyder (1998), children can hardly believe that their 
parents would intend to hurt them deliberately; therefore, they often deem that it is 
their wrong and assign their parents no responsibility for this form of discipline. 
Dobbs and Duncan (2004) further found that although children knew smacking was 
wrong, they justified their parents' behaviours by rationalizing that parents are 
allowed to smack. Such a finding is similar to parents' justifications for physically 
punishing their children, as found by Gough and Reavey (1997). The results of this 
study confirm their views in part by reporting that children held partly negative 
attitude toward the harmful and ineffective function of physical abuse perpetrated by 
parents. Most children reported that physical punishment hurt them both emotionally 
and physically. Besides physical pain or injury, they described being sad, angry, afraid, 
and even disappointed after being abused, which also affected their relationship with 
their perpetrated parent(s) during the period of the negative emotions lingering. This 
result is consistent with previous studies from children's perspectives (Willow & 
Hyder, 1998, Dobbs & Duncan, 2004). 
Besides, some Western researchers pointed out that physically abused 
adolescents were less attached to their parents than the non-abused group, and 
families are less perceived as adaptable and cohesive (and parents as less caring) by 
physically abused teens as compared with non-abused teens (see Pelcovitz et al.，2000; 
Sternberg et al. 2005). When the present data are considered in conjunction with those 
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studies, slight differences were found in the themes “parent(s) are still good parents 
who love and care for me" and "parents' love is warm but not warm-hearted enough". 
Findings based on abused children's judgments of parental caring and warmth showed 
two dimensions: concern with restrictiveness is intrinsic to the culture of Chinese 
parenting - guan (管）（Chao, 1994). As Chao (1994) observed, Chinese parenting is 
characterized by an emphasis not only on self-discipline, hard work, and high 
expectations on children, but also on a high level of parental sacrifice and engagement. 
The concept of guan has a rather positive connotation in the Chinese socio-cultural 
context (Qiao & Chan, 2005). Such findings are generally consistent with previously 
reported data on Chinese parenting (e.g., Chan，1976; Shek, 1995). 
With respect to the gender of perpetrator(s), results reported by children show 
that the offenders could be either father or mother alone, and sometimes some parents 
were co-perpetrators. Though there is a traditional portrait of “strict father, kind 
mother" in Chinese culture (Ho, 1987), and though Shek (1995) provides further 
evidence that the gender differences in parenting are still influential in Chinese culture, 
the findings of this study do not provide strong data on whether children's perceptions 
toward physical abuse differ because of the gender of the perpetrator(s). The factor of 
gender difference can be taken into consideration in future studies of children's 
perceptions of parental physical abuse. 
Additionally, a few children who had not received any remedial treatment did 
not accept their parental abuse and viewed it as illegitimate and unreasonably abusive. 
As claimed by De la Cruz and his colleagues (2001)，children's views of parental 
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spanking as abusive not only depend on its intensity and severity but also on whether 
the spanking is 'for no reason'. Findings of this study show some agreement with 
such a contention. To children, the loving punishment meant "being battered when I 
did something wrong, or I am bad indeed", while the illegitimate and unacceptable 
violence meant "when I did not deserve it, or it is not reasonable or fair". In children's 
eyes, the two kinds of treatments were not the same (Chakraborty, 2003). Though 
never easy, children did distinguish parental physical violence from physical abuse by 
reporting perceived legitimacy and attribution. However, no one used the term "child 
abuse" to conceptualize the abusive treatments. 
Salient barriers to seeking help 
This study has identified many barriers at different stages of children's help-
seeking, including Heedlessness in the stage of problem recognition; stigma, control 
and avoidance in the second stage of decision; and anticipated futility in the last stage, 
selection of a help-provider. As shown in Table 9.1, besides some demographic factors 
(e.g., age and gender), most of the barriers are consistent with the conceptual 
framework. Other barriers, such as abuse being an unwelcome topic and children's 
desire to protect their parents, which were not included in conceptual framework, 
have also been identified from the children's accounts. Two salient barriers found in 
this study - the perception of 'loving punishment', and the shame and fear of losing 
























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































The perceptions of "loving punishment" 
Consistent with Wyatt and Mickey's (1988) findings that sexually abused 
children were less likely to seek help if they attributed the cause of their victimization 
to internal events, few children interviewed in this study looked for assistance. The 
perception of parental physical abuse as “loving punishment"(愛的懲罰）was the 
children's most frequently cited reason for not seeking help. This underscored the 
participants' lack of awareness a) of physical abuse and b) of their right not to be 
violated. Children have limited knowledge about the societal definition of physical 
abuse, and they may not fully understand the fact that abuse perpetrated by parents is 
wrong and inappropriate. Consequently, they shoulder some responsibility for abusive 
incidents. Such a stereotypical idea is possibly prompted by Chinese culture beliefs of 
filial piety or xiao (孝）（Wu, jiazhang (家長）（Qiao & Chan，2005) and guan 
(管）(Chao, 1994), as well as mass media images in which physical punishment of 
children is construed as a normal socialization practice. 
Filial piety emphasizes that children should subordinate their wishes to their 
jiazhang (Wu, 1981), an older person who has power in the family (Qiao & Chan, 
2005). In traditional Chinese societies, children were regarded as the private property 
of parents, who had the authority to take whatever punitive actions to correct their 
children's misbehaviour. Although there is evidence that the Chinese parenting style 
is shifting from this authoritarian emphasis to an egalitarian one as a result of rapid 
industrialization and modernization - as in the case of Hong Kong (Yang, 1981; 
O'Brian & Lau, 1995) - some recent observations of child rearing in mainland China 
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suggest that traditional roles of parents in children's socialization continue to be 
strong (Ho, 1989; Qiao & Chan, 2005), and that guan by using physical punishment 
to foster socially desirable and culturally approved behaviours is still cherished by 
most Chinese (Wu, 1996; Chao, 1994). The results of this study are consistent with 
Qiao and Chan's (2005) observation that "in the majority of cases, even the children 
themselves accepted the abusive behaviours of their parents as necessary in 
disciplining them." (p. 24) 
Children's belief in 'loving punishment' possibly results from the lack of a 
developed legal system to protect children's rights and interests, which is possibly 
influenced by the prevailing culture of familism in mainland China. To many Chinese， 
the family is still a private sphere where outsiders and even officials cannot make 
judgments (Qiao & Chan, 2005). Physical punishment of children by parents is still 
regarded as legal in mainland China. The act of maltreating a child is, technically, a 
criminal act under the laws of the People's Republic of China; however, in the 
majority of cases, parents will be prosecuted only if injuries are serious (Qiao & Chan, 
2005). Qiao and Chan (2005) also find that there is an obvious gap of regulations on 
physical punishment inside and outside the family. Nowadays, physical punishment in 
school has been definitely prohibited , but parents have not been prohibited from 
exercising it on their children12. A lack of state support for maltreated children could 
11 According to The Law of the People's Republic of China on the protection of Minors: 'The teachers and 
administrative staff members of schools and kindergartens ought to respect the minors' personal dignity. Physical 
punishment, disguised physical punishment or other behaviors of indignity on minor students is prohibited' 
(Article 15). 
12'Parents or other guardians ought to educate minors with proper means' (Article 10). 
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be one practical barrier for enforcing a child-abuse law, as children will have nowhere 
to stay once their parents' guardianship is withdrawn • 
In this sense, despite the harmful effects of parental ‘excessive discipline', 
children still believed that parents' harsh treatment was due to love and care and that 
they did not need to seek help from others. As Cauce et al. (2002) say, problem 
recognition is rather important in the help-seeking process as the help-seeking 
behaviours cannot begin until a problem or a need is recognized. Therefore, this 
perception of "loving punishment", is a major factor in children's reluctance to 
disclose or to seek help after being treated harshly by parents. This is especially true 
when parents have taken some remedial actions which may persuade children that the 
abuse was just normal or for their own good because they did do something wrong 
and parents just wanted to teach them right. 
Shame and fear of losing face, especially among peer groups 
Shame and fear of losing family/individual face is another reason mentioned by 
children. This is partly consistent with previous Western studies relating to barriers to 
children's help-seeking (e.g., Dubow et al., 1990; Crisma et al., 2004), and with 
Rudowicz and Au's (2001) study in Hong Kong. 
Chinese culture is commonly identified as a culture of shame, rather than a 
culture of guilt as in most Western countries (Liem, 1997), and this has been 
prompted during Chinese's socialization experiences. Influenced by such a shame and 
13 An urgent need to improve the existing mechanism of protecting the rights and interests of minors (in Chinese), 
available on: http://wwwl .shaanxi.gov.cn/news/newspub/newsshow.aspVid^l9691. Access on July 1, 2008. 
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familism culture, Chinese have been trained to keep family shame within the confines 
of the family and not exposed it to the public, just as the Chinese proverb says. 
Children's high level of concern about losing individual and family face further 
supports Smith and Bond's (1993) contention that the concept of 'face' in Chinese 
culture is not an individual but a collective concept. 
This study further found that children's fear of shame and loss of face was 
especially salient when children considered disclosing their abused experiences to 
their peer groups. One possible explanation is that peer groups are rather significant 
during adolescence. As Erikson (1968) pointed out, peer groups are important 
networks through which the conceptions of identity and self-esteem are negotiated in 
children's identity development. Besides, peer groups are as a source of instrumental 
and emotional support during children's physical, emotional and cognitive adjustment 
(Gavin & Furman，1989). This study did find, however, that three children sought 
help, no matter how slight, from their peers in the aftermath of the abuse. Peers could 
be regarded as a facilitating factor but also a barrier impeding children's help-seeking. 
Future studies testing the double-sided effects of peers would be worthwhile. 
Possible strengths and contributions 
In view of the limited systematic research studies on parental physical child abuse 
in mainland China, this exploratory study provides an invaluable source of qualitative 
information on perceptions of physically abused children in urban China and barriers 
to their help-seeking. Inspired by a children-centred perspective as well as a rights-
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based approach, this study also sheds lights on children's subjective voices and 
experiences so that their needs and problems can be better understood. 
In the area of knowledge accumulation, besides testing and verifying some 
important barriers to children's help-seeking in existing literature, this study 
contributes to the body of knowledge on physical abuse from children's own 
perspectives in mainland China. Focusing on the group of physically abused children 
and the socio-cultural context of mainland China, this study finds two significant 
barriers to the help-seeking of abused children — a perception of 'loving punishment' 
and a fear of losing family/individual face - as fundamental. The perception of 
parental physical abuse as ‘loving punishment with harmful effects' is deeply rooted 
in cultural concepts of Chinese parenting - guan (管).Children never mentioned the 
concept of 'physical abuse' even when they received harsh treatment from their 
parents, as they perceived that parents just wanted to guan and teach them right. Such 
a belief is one of the leading barriers to children's help-seeking. 
Influenced by the Chinese culture of guan and shame respectively, the Chinese 
boys participating in this study were socialized to legitimate parents' authoritarian 
discipline and to keep family/individual shame within the confines of the family. Such 
knowledge is important - there is a pressing need for local policymakers, researchers, 
and service providers to have deep understanding of all aspects of child abuses, and to 
develop policies and programs for protecting children from various kinds of abuse. 
1 2 1 
Limitations of this study 
Since this study is exploratory, all the findings are tentative and need further 
verification in future studies. 
Due to the small sample size, generalization of the findings is limited. Besides, 
as convenience sampling was adopted as the primary method of sampling, it is 
possible that there was a selection bias, i.e., that only the more unsatisfied children 
joined this study. What is more, the small sample size also prevented analysis of age-
specific differences. 
Second, although most of the informants had been labelled with behavioural 
problems as reported by school teachers, the exploration of a causal relationship 
between parental physical abuse and children's behavioural problems cannot be 
established by this study. More longitudinal studies should be conducted to provide 
convincing data for the impact of parental physical abuse on children. 
Third, as all the informants referred by school teachers or counsellors were boys, 
the research findings are limited to males. Literature shows that gender is an 
important factor influencing help-seeking and that female adolescents report abuse at 
a higher rate than males (Rickwood & Braithwaite, 1994; Schonert-Reichl, Offer, & 
Howard, 1995). The findings of future studies on a wider scale should also be 
beneficial to female students. 
Fourth, boy students' subjective narratives were the primary source of data; 
therefore, the capacity for data triangulation, which is thought to be a useful way to 
improve the validity of a study, is limited in this study. 
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Fifth, mainland China historically has been a society divided into urban and rural, 
and there are notable differences between the needs and problems of children living in 
the urban cities and rural counties. Nowadays, although the gap between urban cities 
and rural areas has been gradually narrowed, the differences may persist. It is 
reasonable to say that the nature and pattern of child abuse may be different in urban 
and rural families. This study is limited to the population of urban school boys in 
China. Future studies should look at the distinction between urban and rural in terms 
of child abuse in China. 
Last, the population of this study is limited to mainland China. More 
comparative studies on Chinese children within other Chinese communities should be 
done to examine culture-specific patterns of children's perceptions of parental 
physical abuse and their help-seeking behaviours. 
Implications of findings 
This study found many barriers confronted by children who did not seek help 
from formal or informal networks. It is important that professionals and those who 
work directly with children consider the impediments and reasons for not seeking help 
from them. Data on children's perceptions of parental physical abuse and 
impediments to help-seeking offer three important implications for policymakers, 
service providers and researchers. 
� For policy development: the need for increased public awareness of physical abuse 
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Cultural support for abused children is evident from children's viewpoints of 
parental physical abuse. The findings of this study also imply that social norms 
regarding physical discipline may be the most influential risk factor for child abuse; 
children's lack of awareness of being abused is the most important impediment to 
children's help-seeking in mainland China. According to children involved in this 
study, most incidents of physical abuse begin with parents' intention to discipline, and 
this intention is believed by children to be a valid determinant for the use of physical 
punishment. To better serve children's "best interests", protection and promotion of 
their rights and dignity (UN, 1989)，changing social and cultural norms in mainland 
China, like 'beating is caring and scolding is loving' and 'the rod makes an obedient 
son', are a direction for primary prevention of physical child abuse. Legislation 
combined with public education promoted by the mass media, which has been 
effective in changing social norms related to other social problems in the past, could 
be advocated in the policy arena to protect children. 
It is commonly accepted that the establishment of legislation as well as social 
welfare systems are the most effective way for a society to protect its children 
(0'Brian & Lau, 1995). In mainland China, current laws have made some progress in 
the prohibition of child maltreatment (Qiao & Chan, 2005); this development reflects 
a recent trend toward the acknowledgment of children's rights and welfare in the 
legal system. However, given strong traditional social and cultural values, only cases 
of a serious nature could be regarded as child abuse, while less serious cases are 
simply accepted as discipline. The current policies and laws in protecting children 
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should be improved to draw a clearer boundary between appropriate disciplinary 
practices and acts which constitute a criminal offence. Besides, a reporting system for 
child abuse cases, coupled with a state care system, should be established and 
developed to identify, refer and foster physically abused children. 
Also, public education through the mass media should promote an ideological 
change in the concept of parental violence towards children. As asserted by Klevens 
and Whitaker (2007), a well-designed mass media campaign could "provide 
information on the consequences of parental violence toward children, influencing 
perceptions on the value of children and the motives for their behaviour, suggest 
alternative discipline strategies, and increase perceptions of social disapproval for the 
use of violent discipline" (p.371). The targets of public education should be children 
themselves, parents, as well as helping professionals. 
(2) For practice: the need to enhance children's willingness to seek help 
Much should be done to improve the lay and professional intervention for abused 
children. As most professionals in mainland China are still insensitive to or unfamiliar 
with child abuse (Hesketh et al., 2000), it is important that professionals working with 
abused children should be well-trained. To serve the best interest of abused children, a 
non-judgmental stance, a children-centred perspective, and a rights-based approach 
should be adopted as the primary guideline for professionals' practice. In addition, 
they should provide children with adequate information on physical abuse, and listen 
to their own voices. In an equal and trustworthy context, it is more likely that children 
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will be willing to talk and to share their sufferings. Besides, professionals should be 
self-reflective and sensitive to cultural factors in children's help-seeking, and provide 
culturally appropriate social services. 
To enhance children's willingness to disclose, information about physical abuse 
and available services should be a critical part of future preventive efforts. Children 
should receive proper information about child abuse, its risks and their right to be 
protected by trusted parents or other care-givers. This useful information could help 
children identify an abusive situation, to know who or which kind of service could 
support them and what happens after disclosure of parental physical abuse. Besides, 
informants have pointed to the significance of the extended family in the exposure of 
children's abuse experiences. Those children demonstrated a higher willingness to 
seek help from their extended family members. Therefore, in future policy and 
program planning, the extend family could be included in the system of primary 
prevention for child abuse. 
Furthermore, as shame and fear of losing face are other key reasons for children 
avoiding disclosure of abuse, social-service professionals should strive for building 
children and other lay people's awareness about the commonality of the experience 
and the negative impacts of physical abuse. Such effort may act in reducing the shame 
and a loss of face that children feel. In addition, professional should establish a 
cooperative relationship with school teachers to ask their help in finding cases of 
abuse. As teachers have intense interaction and close relationship with children, they 
can be sensitive to possible cases of abuse and report them to helping professionals 
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immediately. 
Finally, professionals could send perpetrators a clear message that their abusive 
behaviour is different from discipline, due to its unacceptable, inappropriate and 
potential harmful effects. Moreover, they could provide information for parents on the 
alternative ways of disciplining children that may be more constructive and effective. 
A number of proposals have been suggested by Durrant (2005), such as informing 
parents about normative child-development stages to help them a) better understand 
their children's drive for autonomy and independence b) better cope with their own 
stress in challenging situations and c) find effective ways of discipline. By 
empowering perpetrators themselves, the risk of physical punishment escalating to 
physical abuse can be reduced. 
G � F o r research: more well-designed studies from the child-centred perspective 
This study was conducted to examine children's own perceptions of parental 
physical abuse and the barriers impeding their help-seeking behaviours in the socio-
cultural context of mainland China. This study contributes to the literature by 
identifying a) children's own thoughts, feelings and response about experiencing 
physical abused from their parents and b) barriers to help-seeking in the Chinese 
social and cultural context. However, to better understand how children perceive and 
respond to parental physical abuse, future studies should examine children's 
perceptions and help-seeking in a larger sample with well-designed sampling methods 
(e.g., random sampling). In this way, the ability to generalize the research findings 
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could be enhanced. 
As gender and age are frequently mentioned as important factors in children's 
perceptions and help-seeking, further research should take special note of these two 
factors. Selecting comparison groups of different genders or ages could improve on 
the capacity to generalize the results. Besides, the factors of abuse itself, like nature, 
frequency, intensity, the time-frame of occurrence and children's attachment to the 
perpetrators, should be also examined. 
Moreover, due to the limitations of the research design, this study could not 
establish a causal link between parental physical abuse and children's behavioural 
problems in China. Further studies should improve the research design by longitudinal 
methodology. In this way, more persuasive findings of the impacts of parental 
physical abuse on children can be generated. 
Last, as the socio-cultural context has been considered an important variable in 
children's help-seeking behaviours, further studies using a cross-cultural comparative 
approach could be conducted to test culture-specific pattern of children's help-seeking 
and how it differs from Western cultures. 
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Appendix 1: Interview Guidelines (English Version) 
1. Please talk about your most serious experience(s) of physical abuse 
perpetrated by your parents (father, mother, or both of them) in the past year 
prior to interview. 
2. What were your feelings and your perceptions at that time? What were your 
behavioral reactions then? 
3. How did your parents act after they have given you a hard beating? 
4. What do you think about such 'parental discipline' by using the way of 
physical abuse? 
5. How do you deal with your negative emotions aroused by abused experiences 
in the aftermath? 
6. Did you ever tell your abused experiences to others or actively seek help from 
others? 
• If yes, who did you turn for help? Why did you tell him or her? 
• If no, please give your reasons for not disclosure. 
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